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Student migration constitutes an important part of globalisation in general, and in 
Asia Pacific in particular. As a typical “transnational” phenomenon, student 
migration has been widely analysed from the predominant perspective of 
transnationalism. According to this approach, students’ international mobility 
should not be examined in either sending or receiving countries alone as the 
students’ social networks, life experiences and especially future strategies are no 
longer confined to particular countries. The students are flexible citizens and 
global subjects in the making. In the transnational paradigm, factors that are not 
bound by national borders such as culture, identity and capital are highlighted, 
while the nation-state is relativised. In the case of student migration, and the 
subsequent settlement of the students as skilled migrants, ethnicity is regarded as 
a particularly important factor in facilitating their mobility. The Singaporean state 
implicitly and explicitly stresses that students and subsequently professionals 
from China are desirable because they share the same ethnic background as the 
majority of the Singaporean citizens. The students are expected to become 
transnational Chinese with a firm ethnic affinity but a relative loose national 
identity.  
  
Built on the existing literature on transnationalism and my own empirical 
research, this thesis suggests that the Mainland Chinese students follow a pattern 
of “simultaneous incorporation” in the sense that they are incorporated, but not 
completely assimilated, into the local Singaporean society, while at the same time 
 vii 
maintain transnational ties to China. More importantly, however, this thesis 
argues that in transnational simultaneous incorporation, ethnicity does not play as 
big a role as it is normally assumed. Instead nation-state remains a predominant 
framework under which the students form their identity and interact with 
Singaporean society. As such this thesis will not only provide new information 
about student migration, but will also contribute to general theoretical discussion 
in migration studies, particularly by highlighting the complex intersections 
between the national and the transnational.  
  
The thesis addresses these questions primarily based on narrative analysis on the 
Singaporean media representation on Mainland Chinese student migration and the 
students’ reflections on their experiences. While the former was conducted 
through an analysis of media discourse, the latter was carried out by interviewing 
currently enrolled Chinese students, former students who now reside in 
Singapore, and those who return to China. By bringing together the voices of the 
informants who are at different stages of their migratory trajectory and are in 
different countries, I will demonstrate how exactly the nation-state is constructed 
as the predominant identity marker in the transnational context, and how this 
nation-based identity is in fact fraught with contradictions. In sum, the thesis does 
not claim to assess how well or poorly the students are incorporated into 
Singaporean society, but instead aims to delineate the cultural logic of their 
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Introduction: International student migration, skilled migration and migrant 
incorporation 
 
Cross-country student migration – the act of migration or mobility for the pursuit 
of education – is a growing phenomenon related to the internationalisation of 
education that has seen not only an increase in the number of international 
students worldwide but also an expanding range of sending and receiving 
countries. According to the Global Education Digest 2009 published by the 
UNESCO Institute for Statistics, the year 2007 has seen the number of 
international students enrolled in foreign educational institutions exceed 2.8 
million, which is a 53 per cent increase in the number of mobile students 
worldwide since 1999.  
 
The thesis focuses on the student migration trajectory from Mainland China
1
 to 
Singapore which is primarily significant for reflecting two emerging 
developments – a greater dispersion of mobile students and an increased tendency 
of mobile students to remain within their regions of origin (UNESCO- IS 2009). It 
was reported in 2005 that the number of students from China estimated at 33,000 
have surpassed the number of students from Malaysia and Indonesia (both 
estimated at 8,000) which used to form the largest group of foreign students in 
Singapore (Straits Times (ST) 3 December 2005). They can be observed to pursue 
                                                 
1
 This thesis refers primarily to students from Mainland China because it excludes consideration of 
students from the Chinese territories of Macau and Hong Kong. People’s Republic of China (PRC) 
or China will be used when making a reference to the nation-state entity of the student migrant. 
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studies at various levels of the education system from primary to tertiary 
education and in both public and private education sectors. 
 
More importantly, the specific student migration trajectory from Mainland China 
to Singapore has been imbued with greater significance as it leads to skilled 
migration, that is, a large proportion of students who complete their high 
education in Singapore stay on to work and live there on various forms of 
immigrant statuses such as work pass, and permanent resident status. A sizable 
number of them have acquired Singaporean citizenship.  
 
The fact that former students become residents does not necessarily mean that 
they have become an indistinguishable part of Singaporean society and cut off 
their connections with China. Built on the existing literature on transnationalism 
and empirical research, this thesis suggests that the Chinese students follow a 
pattern of “simultaneous incorporation” in the sense that they are incorporated, 
but not completely assimilated, into the local Singaporean society, while at the 
same time maintain transnational ties to China. More importantly, this thesis 
argues that in transnational simultaneous incorporation, ethnicity does not play as 
big a role as it is normally assumed. Instead nation-state remains a predominant 
framework under which the students form their identity and especially interact 
with the Singaporean society. As such this thesis will not only provide new 
information about student migration, but also contribute to general theoretical 
                                                                                                             
 
3 
discussion in migration studies, particularly by highlighting the complex 
intersections between the national and the transnational.  
 
The thesis addresses these questions primarily through narrative analysis on the 
Singaporean media representation on Chinese student migration and the students’ 
reflections on their experiences. While the former was conducted through an 
analysis of media discourse, the latter was carried out by interviewing currently 
enrolled Chinese students, former students who now reside in Singapore, and 
those who return to China. By bringing together the voices of the informants who 
are at different stages of their migratory trajectory and are in different countries, I 
will demonstrate how exactly the nation-state is constructed as the predominant 
identity marker, and how this nation-based identity is in fact fraught with 
contradictions. In sum, the thesis does not claim to assess how well or poorly 
Chinese students are incorporated into Singaporean society, but instead aims to 
delineate the cultural logic of identity negotiation.  
 
The introductory chapter will be organised this way. The key concept of 
incorporation will be clarified, followed by a discussion of the existing literature 
with its privileging of ethnicity over nationality in discussing transnational 
migration in general, and student migration in particular. 
 
1.1 The concept of incorporation 
Before proceeding, an elaboration of the concept of ‘incorporation’ is necessary. 
Glick Schiller and Çağlar have used the term ‘incorporation’ to speak of the 
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“networks that link migrants to institutions within and across the borders of 
nation-states” (2009: 179). In the same way, this thesis engages with the notion of 
incorporation to allude to the embeddedness of the migrant within social 
processes that are not restricted to the boundaries of the receiving country. A 
conceptual distinction should also be established between the terms 
‘incorporation’, ‘integration’ and ‘assimilation’ which have sometimes been used 
interchangeably in everyday life to refer to the settlement of migrants into the host 
society. These terms are arguably steeped in connotations, being characterised by 
political discourses of particular nation-states (Glick Schiller and Çağlar 2009), 
though ‘incorporation’ is considered to contain less political undertones 
(Schmitter Heisler 1992; Portes 1995). Some terms also contain greater 
significance in the scholarship for the conceptual baggage that they have come to 
carry. Most notably, ‘assimilation’ has lost academic currency with its roots 
traced to the assimilation model that entails a unidirectional and eventual process 
of complete integration of a subordinate minority into a dominant majority. In 
contrast, ‘incorporation’ is commonly used by transnational migration scholars to 
distinguish from the concept of assimilation. This thesis therefore adopts the term 
‘incorporation’ to counter the notion of imposition on the minority by the majority 
and indicate a degree of agency of migrant actors in incorporating themselves into 
the host society. Rid of notions of eventuality and totality, incorporation suggests 
most importantly that migrants are no longer required to discard their cultural 
traits for life in the receiving country. 
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Incorporation also needs to be understood as consisting of differing patterns, 
modes or pathways that vary according to the interaction between the migrant and 
the context. For instance, Nee and Sanders (2001) identify the existence of a 
variety of modes of incorporation that are substantially determined by the type 
and level of capital owned and subsequently acquired by immigrants and their 
family in any particular context. Similarly, Glick Schiller and Çağlar (2009) 
identify various pathways of migrant incorporation that are both influenced by 
and affect the global position of cities. Above all, these accounts suggest that the 
particular mode of incorporation of student migrants needs to take into 
consideration the interaction between their possession of capital and their location 
within larger political, economic and social processes. 
 
Moreover, incorporation should be appreciated as a multifaceted notion that 
comprises economic, political, cultural or psychological dimensions. I focus the 
analysis along two particular dimensions – structural or socio-economic on the 
one hand and cultural on the other. Structural aspect of incorporation can be 
considered in relation to the level of educational attainment and employment 
status of the migrant while the cultural dimension considers migrant’s casual ties 
to locals and their acceptance of cultural norms or values of the receiving society 
(Snel, Engbersen, and Leerkes 2006). Together, the two dimensions come close to 
providing a near-comprehensive account of the multi-dimensional concept of 
incorporation. Although the structural and socio-cultural dimensions are 
distinguished as such, they are not to be conceived as independent of one another 
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since for instance, the adoption of local norms may constitute an asset in the 
workplace. 
 
Simultaneity of incorporation 
Conceptions of models of assimilation and multiculturalism remain restricted by 
the borders of nation-states and entrenched within the language of race or ethnic 
relations due in large part to the proliferation of immigration studies focused on 
the racial or ethnic minorities in the United States. Although we note a positive 
shift towards an interactive process between immigrants and the receiving society, 
inherent to these theories is the taken-for-granted isomorphism between people 
and nation. Theorising efforts “from the Chicago school's assimilationism through 
multiculturalism to contemporary neo-assimilationism - all presuppose that the 
relevant entities to be related are a nation-state society on the one hand and 
immigrants coming from outside this nation-state society on the other” (Wimmer 
and Schiller 2003: 584). Efforts to transcend the constraints of bounded thinking 
have seen the rise of the notion of simultaneous incorporation. In essence, 
simultaneity in incorporation has been proposed as a mode of immigrant 
incorporation that captures the sense of host country incorporation that takes place 
concurrently with the maintenance of ties to the sending country. According to 
Levitt and Glick Schiller (2004: 1003), simultaneity refers to “living lives that 
incorporate daily activities, routines, and institutions located both in a destination 
country and transnationally”. Compared to previous models of immigrant 
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incorporation, Levitt and Glick Schiller (2004) privilege the simultaneity of 
connections: 
[I]t is more useful to think of the migrant experience as a kind of gauge which, 
while anchored, pivots between a new land and a transnational incorporation. 
Movement and attachment is not linear or sequential but capable of rotating back 
and forth and changing direction over time. The median point on this gauge is not 
full incorporation but rather simultaneity of connection. Persons change and 
swing one way or the other depending on the context, thus moving our 
expectation away from either full assimilation or transnational connection but 
some combination of both (P. 1011). 
 
The notion of simultaneous incorporation challenges the traditional assimilation 
model that assumes the eventual and complete assimilation of immigrants in the 
receiving society. No longer should we treat migrants as individuals who uproot 
themselves from the sending society to relocate in the receiving society without 
sustaining social relationships with the sending society. The conception of 
transnationalism which arose out of observations that immigrants continue to 
maintain connections with their country of origin through cross-border activities 
or identifications after settlement in the receiving society, represents an 
alternative framework for understanding incorporation patterns as practiced by 
transmigrants. 
 
1.2 Ethnic focus in the student migration literature 
Although international movements for the pursuit of education have been going 
on for quite some time, student migration had received scant attention by scholars 
as it was neither featured in extensive summaries of migration tides around the 
world (Cohen 1995; Strikwerda 1999) nor a central phenomenon in theorizing 
efforts (Brettell and Hollifield 2008). On some of the rare occasions when student 
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migration was mentioned (see Skeldon 1997; Castles and Miller 1998), student 
migration was only accorded brief and broad discussion (King and Ruiz-Gelices 
2003). The heightened expansion in magnitude and scope of student mobility in 
recent years had called for more academic attention to the phenomenon, 
examining for instance “student migration as a sociocultural process” and 
“patterns of student migration” (King and Ruiz-Gelices 2003: 230). Contrary to 
earlier scholarship that did not adequately problematise the internationalisation of 
education by critically examining its effects and links to larger issues, recent 
scholarship have built upon the deficiencies of earlier scholarship to examine 
international education at the levels of the individual, family and national, as well 
as considering factors such as social class (Collins 2008). In particular, I discuss a 
number of notable works that underscore the role of ethnicity in their discussions 
of motivations and lived experiences of student migrants. 
 
1.21 Ethnic-based capital accumulation and cultural competency 
Notions of “capital accumulation” and “cultural competence” have largely 
focused on the role of ethnicity in the transcendence of nation-states. A theory of 
capital accumulation has been used to explain the migratory movement of rich 
middle-class Chinese families centred upon the education of the child. 
Recognising the growing relationship between education and migration from Asia 
to North America, Australia and New Zealand, the notion of cultural capital 
developed from Bourdieu’s (1986) ideas constitutes the principal motivation for 
migration from East Asia to Pacific Rim cities, which is perceived to grant access 
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to cultural and social capital through an overseas education experience (Ong 1999; 
Waters 2005).
2
 Elsewhere, Lee and Koo (2006) refer to the ascendency in value 
attributed to English fluency for the future workforce as one of the primary 
motivations for an overseas education for the Korean children. The importance 
attributed to an overseas education exists in the context of a pervasive view in 
Hong Kong, Taiwan, South Korea, Singapore, Malaysia and increasingly, the 
People’s Republic of China that overseas academic credentials are preferred by 
employers (Waters 2006, 2007). Overseas academic credentials translate 
predominantly to a form of ‘Western’ cultural capital although the term ‘Western’ 
is a no less problematic reference to the acquisition of academic and social 
knowledge from North America, United Kingdom, Australia or New Zealand. 
 
Nevertheless, perceptions of cultural incompetence by the receiving society 
represent structural or social limits to the acquisition of ‘Western’ cultural capital 
that reinforce the workings of bounded cultural conceptions.
3
 According to Ong 
(1999), some immigrants continue to be perceived as culturally inept by the 
receiving society due to the divergence between their personal features and their 
possession of cultural capital. The persistent view of immigrants as inseparable 
from their racial identities by the receiving societies finds support in Collins’ 
(2006) study which found that media portrayals of North-East Asian students in 
                                                 
2
 Bourdieu (1986) posits the existence of capital in three fundamental forms: economic, cultural 
and social with cultural and social capital transformable into economic capital under specific terms. 
3
 Other factors that may complicate the strategy of capital accumulation are poor academic 
performance of the child who may end up acquiring less-desired cultural attitude to life and work 
beyond the desired Western education and harmful social consequences due to absent parents 
(Waters 2003).  
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Auckland, New Zealand tend to group disparate groups of students under a 
particular racial identity that typecast them with certain economic, cultural and 
social characteristics. The ‘othering’ of the Asian student with the associated 
stereotypes have created problems for the interaction between Asian students and 
the local population, which runs contrary to the official claim to foster 
relationships with the world through international education (Collins 2006).  
 
The way racial or cultural origins of immigrants impede the strategy to acquire 
desired capital in the Western receiving societies connects with the issue of 
reception of immigrants. Although Ong (1999) has consequently suggested that 
ethnic Chinese who exercise flexible citizenship may receive better acceptance in 
certain countries over others, the question of which countries are able to accept 
the amalgamation of the racialised immigrant with the appropriate symbolic 
capital hints of the need for further study. While perceived cultural 
incompatibility in Western receiving societies has been raised, the perception of 
cultural competence in other contexts beyond an East-West dichotomy has not 
been duly addressed. Moreover, the question of how the cultural capital theory 
can rationalise the decline or loss of cultural capital associated with the country of 
origin deserves further comment. Admittedly, Ong (1999: 91) makes a brief 
reference to this issue when she asserts that “loss and debit” must accompany 
“accumulation and credit”. In all, what are considered bonus or deficit, who 
perceives them this way, and in what settings are they so perceived are questions 
that require detailed discussion. Waters’ (2004, 2005) discovery of a 
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geographically specific route between Hong Kong and Vancouver is notably a 
progress towards understanding how the acquired cultural capital is perceived 
between the two locales. Clearly, the reception of acquired cultural capital is a 
complicated process that is substantially shaped by the way cultural capital is 
perceived in a given site. While studies have portrayed a strong sense of cultural 
proficiency defined and demarcated by racial or ethnic identity, more empiricism 
is needed to specify and elucidate the terms on which cultural capital is achieved 
and mobilised.  
 
Relatedly, discussions of capital accumulation have been tied to the notion of 
social class reproduction centred on the family as the analytical unit. Establishing 
a relationship between education and the family unit, Waters (2005) contends that 
the conceptualisation of overseas education should not be divorced from a larger 
familial strategy to acquire capital. The ‘astronaut family’ arrangement practiced 
by immigrants from Hong Kong in Canada prominently represents a household 
strategy to acquire various forms of capital through the geographical spread of 
family members, with the child based in Canada to acquire academic credentials 
while one or both parents relocate back to Hong Kong to maximise economic 
pursuits (Waters 2002, 2003, 2005). Similarly, the phenomenon of ‘study mothers’ 
from the People’s Republic of China who accompany their children to Singapore 
reflects the development of transnational family living arrangements for the 
realisation of the child’s education (Huang and Yeoh 2005). Credit should rightly 
be given to studies which document the fluid and volatile nature of the 
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transnational family form that configures itself in various ways according to 
personal aspirations of family members, changes in life cycle and the larger socio-
economic environment (Ho 2002; Ley and Kobayashi 2005). The discovery of 
site-specific reception of cultural capital suggests that the differential location of 
household members should be explored as an outcome of adherence to forms of 
cultural identification that would reap greater benefits and the production of 
cultural representations in a given locality deserves further comment. 
 
1.22 ‘Bridges to learning’ based on ethnic familiarity 
Departing from earlier scholarship which examined the relationship between 
education and transnational family strategies (Huang and Yeoh 2005; Waters 
2005), Collins’ (2008) study contributes to the study of transnationalism and 
international education by documenting the various forms of transnational 
activities outside of state intervention that facilitate the mobility of South Korean 
students to New Zealand. The transnational social and economic activities of 
education agencies, immigrant entrepreneurs and interpersonal networks form 
‘bridges to learning’ that “bridge the great physical, social and cultural distance 
between South Korea and New Zealand” (Collins 2008: 405). By accentuating 
both dissimilarities and similarities between South Korean international students 
and the already established Korean community in New Zealand, Collins (2008) 
effectively challenges an essentialist notion of ethnicity, pointing out instead the 
way ethnicity is employed by education agencies and other businesses to create a 
sense of familiar appeal for South Korean international students.  




In sum, it is clear from a review of the literature that the nation-state is 
excessively relativised as existing literature tends to privilege ethnicity over 




I turn now to describe the methodological design for achieving the conceptual 
goals of this dissertation. Admittedly, the thesis is neither adequate nor designed 
to address the extent of incorporation of the student migrant which requires a 
survey instrument and a large sample size of respondents to achieve. Instead, the 
qualitative design of this thesis serves to uncover insightful avenues into the role 
of nationality in affecting, facilitating and hindering the cross-border life of the 
student migrant. In broad terms, the thesis expands our knowledge of the 
parameters and process of a particular type of migration inspired by education and 
work. More specifically, the strength of the thesis lies in its rich qualitative data 
regarding the cultural constructions of nationality for cross-border movement. 
Through narrative analysis about how the student migrants are represented and 
how they represent themselves, it will shed light on the cultural logic of a 
particular mode of incorporation. It also reiterates the multidimensional nature of 
the concept of incorporation and highlights the particular salience of the structural 
and cultural dimensions for the group of student migrants.  Research for this 
thesis therefore began in January 2010 with data collection diversified to include 
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both public media sources and personal interviews with student migrants in order 
to acquire knowledge from various social and political spaces for a greater 
understanding of the phenomenon under study. 
 
1.31 Media narratives  
The media is notably a rich source of public narratives that can be analysed to 
reveal the discursive strategies behind the portrayal of new Chinese immigrants in 
Singapore. A search was therefore made through Factiva’s database of full-text 
news sources using the search terms of “(Chinese OR China) AND (immigrant 
OR immigrant)” to locate media representation of Mainland Chinese immigrants, 
where articles that contain speech content by political and business leaders in 
Singapore, anecdotal stories of Mainland Chinese immigrants and the release of 
significant statistical information were eventually selected for analysis. 
 
In order to document an up to date official account of new Chinese immigrants, 
articles that were selected for analysis were limited to a recent one-and-a-half year 
time period from September 2009 to February 2011. The articles were 
predominantly collected from The Straits Times, TODAY and Channel NewsAsia 
which are popular English language news sources in Singapore. The Straits Times 
has the highest readership followed by TODAY according to the Nielsen Media 
Index 2010 (TODAY 23 October 2010) while Channel NewsAsia is a television 
and online news medium.  
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Using a discourse analysis which is an approach to textual analysis that represents 
“a rejection of the realist notion that language is simply a neutral means of 
reflecting or describing the world, and a conviction in the central importance of 
discourse in constructing social life” (Gill 2000: 172), the way of presentation of 
the articles are studied to reveal the construction of social reality particularly by 
important stakeholders such as the Singapore state regarding the incorporation of 
immigrants. The way semiotics establishes social relations and identities 
(Fairclough 1995) is especially relevant for uncovering the politics of identity 
representation of Mainland Chinese student migrants in Singapore society. 
Although Gill (2000) concedes that discourse analysis is only an interpretation out 
of the many other possible ways to read a text, its legitimacy can be built upon 
thorough argument and meticulous consideration of the studied text. In all, media 
narratives provide an understanding of the state-endorsed public discourse on new 
Chinese immigrants in Singapore, revealing in particular cultural constructions of 
new Chinese immigrants by the state and market institutions that facilitate 
incorporation into Singapore society. 
 
1.32 Migrant narratives 
While a discourse analysis of media texts reveals cultural representations of new 
Chinese immigrants by the state and economy, it cannot adequately account for 
cultural perceptions from the migrants’ perspective. To this end, qualitative 
interviews were conducted with Mainland Chinese student migrants in order to 
document their lived experiences and negotiation of cultural identities in the 
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receiving society of Singapore. The qualitative case study method is employed 
despite criticism against methodologies that ‘sample on the dependent variable’ to 
produce accounts that create a perception of transnationalism as a dominant way 
of life from studying specific groups of immigrants known to be involved in those 
activities (Portes 2001; Portes, Guarnizo, and Haller 2002; Guarnizo, Portes, and 
Haller 2003; Snel et al. 2006). Although later studies have adopted the survey 
method that allows analysis across groups of immigrants in order to present a 
more accurate picture of the scale and determinants of the transnational 
phenomena (Portes et al. 2002; Guarnizo et al. 2003; Snel et al. 2006), these 
quantitative studies have merely focused on representing the scale of political and 
economic transnationalism of Columbian, Dominican and Salvadoran immigrant 
groups in the United States (Portes et al. 2002; Guarnizo et al. 2003). The use of 
the qualitative case study remains relevant and useful for the present study 
insomuch as the thesis pertains more to explicating the terms of cross-border lives 
than documenting the scale or extent of transnational practices.  
 
Interviewees were sought through a snowball sampling method involving 
acquaintances and their subsequent recommendations of potential interviewees 
who were willing to take part in the study. Three groups of student migrants were 
targeted: students from Mainland China who are currently pursuing studies in 
Singapore, students who have stayed to work in Singapore after the completion of 
their studies, and students who have returned to China after the completion of 
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their studies and are currently located in the cities of Beijing and Shanghai, two of 
the top choices of cities to work in China.  
 
The diversification of research subjects to include settled student migrants and 
returnee students besides current student migrants contains profound conceptual 
relevance. First, the inclusion of settled student migrants and returnee students to 
the group of current student migrants allows documentation of the considerations 
for remaining or leaving the study destination. Second, the juxtaposition of 
student migrants who have remained in Singapore and those who have returned to 
China is crucial for delineating the significance of locality. While all three groups 
offer rich narratives of their lived experiences as student migrants, data from the 
settled student migrants and returnees allow a comparison of the evaluation of 
their newly-acquired academic credentials in the sending and receiving countries 
in order to affirm the uniqueness of Mainland Chinese human capital immigrants 
in Singapore. The use of a comparative approach answers the call from Glick 
Schiller and Çağlar (2009) to engage in comparative studies in order to tease out 
the context-specificity of migrant settlement. Admittedly, although the three 
categories of interviewees are not an exhaustive representation of all migrant 
trajectories that are possible for Mainland Chinese student migrants to Singapore 
– noting that many consider Singapore as a platform to other Western destinations 
– they suffice for investigating the salience of nationality for life in the host 
country of Singapore. 
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The interviews are mostly conducted in Mandarin, the first language of 
informants in order to allow them to express themselves as comfortably as 
possible, which are then translated into English for analysis and presentation here. 
Any discrepancy in translation is my fault alone. Interviews are semi-structured 
with questions revolving around the reasons for choosing Singapore as the 
overseas study destination, lived experiences and the decision to leave or stay in 
Singapore.
4
 Furthermore, in order to elucidate the outcome of the academic 
credentials obtained in Singapore, interviewees who have remained in Singapore 
or relocated back to China were asked questions that focused on the value of their 





Interviewees are at least 18 years of age with the age of arrival ranging from 18 to 
28. They are either current or previous holders of the student pass, and enrolled in 
tertiary level institutions in either the private or public education sector in 
Singapore. Their length of time in Singapore ranges from three weeks to eleven 
years. Unlike the local Chinese population who are predominantly descendants of 
migrants from southern provinces of China, the student migrants come from a 
representative variety of Chinese provinces such as Heilongjiang, Liaoning and 
Jilin in northeastern China, Shanxi and Hebei in the north, Henan in central 
China, Shandong and Jiangsu in the east, Sichuan in southwest China, the 
southern provinces of Hunan and Jiangxi, Zhejiang and Fujian in southeastern 
                                                 
4
 Refer to Appendix A. 
5
 Refer to Appendix B. 
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China, and the capital city of Beijing. Some are scholarship recipients at the 
public universities for either undergraduate or postgraduate studies where those in 
the undergraduate programmes had participated in the recruitment exercise held at 
their universities in China. Others had arrived in Singapore through education 
agencies and enrolled in private education institutions. 
 
An initial plan to restrict the research sample to either the public or private 
education sector was also ultimately abandoned due to growing awareness that 
students did not fit neatly into such a dichotomy. Despite the existence of an 
official binary between the public and private domains in education, in many 
cases, students enrolled in language classes or the GCE ‘O’ Level preparatory 
course in the private education institutions before seeking entrance into the public 
polytechnics with their ‘O’ Level results. Hence, the research sample ultimately 
included students enrolled in both the public and private education sectors. 
Nevertheless, it should be recognised that students’ prioritisation of entry into the 
public education domain suggests a difference in the evaluation of the quality and 
value of credentials from public schools and private education institutions that 
would have an impact on their decision to stay or return to China for employment.  
 
Through a multi-pronged approach that taps into narratives from both the state 
and migrants, this research hopes to generate a comprehensive account that will 
contribute to a rich understanding of the incorporation of Mainland Chinese 
student migrants anchored in the politics of representation. 




1.4 Thesis argument and overview 
Finally, I end this introductory chapter by summarising the main arguments of the 
thesis. In arguing for the way the nation-state is constructed as the predominant 
identity marker in the transnational context, and how this nation-based identity is 
in fact fraught with contradictions, there are five main points as summarised 
below:  
1. The Singaporean state highlights ethnic commonality to justify the 
policies of recruiting large numbers of students from China and facilitating 
their stay in Singapore.  
2. Yet the state also highlights that the Chinese student migrants are valuable 
because of their connection to China as a nation given the rising power of 
China, particularly its economy.  
3. On the part of the Chinese students, they hardly feel any ethnic affinity 
with Chinese Singaporeans. They instead stress the importance of nations, 
identifying themselves as coming from the People’s Republic of China 
(PRC) and thus very different from Singaporean Chinese.   
4. In constructing their nation-based identity, the Chinese students adopt the 
Singapore government’s official discourse about the Singaporean nation 
such as meritocracy, efficiency and orderliness.  
5. The students are also aware that "nation" is not a water tight container, nor 
is nation an unproblematic identity marker, as they recognise the internal 
heterogeneity in China and the similarity between Singapore and large 
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cities in China. My interview data shows that the Chinese students stress 
nation in their identity formation because they perceive that their 
Singaporean counterparts identify them as foreigners from the PRC 
instead of fellow ethnic Chinese.  
 
Collectively, these five points show that the nation-based identity formation is an 
interactive process. It is certainly not unproblematic, and contains multiple 
internal contradictions. It is in this sense that I use the term "politicisation of 
nationality" to describe the socio-politico-economic relevance that nationality 
gains in a transnational context. Nationality is not only a passive, given label, but 
is actively utilised, mobilised and imagined in social interactions of a cross-border 
kind. 
 
The thesis is organised around these main points. Following the introductory 
chapter which has identified the conceptual necessity of interrogating the role of 
the nation-state in the identity negotiation of transmigrants for managing life in 
the receiving country while maintaining ties to the country of origin, the main 
contention regarding the politicisation of nationality will be developed in the rest 
of the thesis. 
 
Chapter 2 will proceed to elaborate on transnationalism as the predominant 
framework for understanding contemporary migration and settlement patterns 
anchored in a critique of nation-based paradigms. Moreover, I identify the 
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conceptual task of challenging ethnic essentialism and reconceptualising the 
relationship between the nation-state and transnationalism. 
 
Chapter 3 begins the empirical discussion by contextualising Mainland Chinese 
student migration to Singapore within migrant and state motivations for overseas 
studies in Singapore, bringing to light facilitative state policies that aim to train 
and retain students as skilled migrants. State consideration of student migrants as 
potential skilled migrants points largely to an attempt at ethnic matching in 
relation to the ethnicised population of Singapore and its population challenge. 
Migrant motivations are primarily pragmatic in nature as they consider Singapore 
as a study and work destination. 
 
Moving beyond ethnicity, Chapter 4 examines the salience of nationality as a 
demarcator of difference through the cultural representation of Mainland Chinese 
student migrants by the state and market institutions. Media analysis reveals the 
symbolic value of nationality for structural incorporation of the student migrant 
into the primary labour market of Singapore. A notion of human-cultural capital is 
put forth to represent the capital that is acquired and mobilised by the student 
migrant in Singapore.  
 
Following the discussion of cultural imaginings by the state, Chapter 5 will turn to 
examine the salience of nationality through the cultural constructions by student 
migrants. Nationality is found to play an important role in the production of 
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difference for cultural incorporation of the student migrant. Although differences 
are largely established through the frame of the nation-state, the student migrants 
also recognise internal inconsistency within China and points of similarity 
between Singapore and China.  
 
Finally, Chapter 6 concludes by summarising the key arguments regarding the 
politicisation of nationality for the cross-border life of the student migrants and 
underscores the significant contribution to existing knowledge about student 
mobilities and transnational migration. Conclusions also highlight the socio-
historical particularity and context-specificity of the relevance of nationality. 
Limitations of the thesis and directions for further research are also discussed that 
















Transnationalism and the role of the nation-state 
“Migration has never been a one-way process of assimilation into a melting pot 
or a multicultural salad bowl but one in which migrants, to varying degrees, are 
simultaneously embedded in the multiple sites and layers of the transnational 
social fields in which they live. More and more aspects of social life take place 
across borders, even as the political and cultural salience of nation-state 
boundaries remains clear.” (Levitt and Jaworsky 2007: 130) 
 
The preceding quote from Levitt and Jaworsky (2007) points towards the crucial 
conceptual task of sorting out the enduring influence of the nation-state in border-
transcending activities as migrants increasingly lead cross-border lives and are 
simultaneous incorporated. With transnationalism identified as the predominant 
paradigm for conceptualising student migrants as transnational migrants, this 
chapter further establishes the relationship between the national, transnational and 
ethnicity. As we recognise the momentous conceptual shift from a nation-bound 
paradigm to one that transcends national boundaries, it is time to take stock of the 
transnational migration scholarship especially with regard to moving beyond 
methodological nationalism and ethnic essentialism towards the need to revisit the 
role of the nation-state in transnational processes. 
 
2.1 Transnationalism framework: student migrants as transmigrants 
In the early 1990s, scholars Glick Schiller, Basch, and Blanc-Szanton (1992: 1, 
1995) propose that we reconceptualise “a new kind of migrating population” as 
“transmigrants” who are able to incorporate into the receiving society while 
maintaining ties with the sending society. Transnationalism is commonly defined 
“as the processes by which immigrants forge and sustain multi-stranded social 
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relations that link together their societies of origin and settlement”, resulting in 
the creation of “social fields that cross geographic, cultural, and political borders” 
(Basch, Glick Schiller, and Szanton Blanc 1994: 8). Transnationalism notably 
departs from models of assimilation and multiculturalism by its grassroots-based 
epistemology that distinguishes activities of private non-corporate actors from the 
international activities of nation-states and global multi-national institutions 
(Portes 2001, 2003), thereby allowing an examination of the relationship between 
state and non-state actors. In general, theories of transnationalism postulate that 
mass migration perpetuates on its own and has the ability to transform and 
become systemic (Schmitter Heisler 2008) with the emphasis on the way 
immigrants form, preserve and strengthen various ties with the sending countries 
that is not restricted by the physical territories they are in (Basch et al. 1994), 
resulting in the formation of the transnational community and transnational 
identity (Schmitter Heisler 2008). 
 
2.11 Beyond methodological nationalism 
Notably, transnationalism overcomes the problem of methodological nationalism 
which is a container perspective of society that has dominated the epistemology of 
much of social science. Methodological nationalism refers to “the assumption that 
the nation/state/society is the natural social and political form of the modern 
world” (Wimmer and Glick Schiller 2002: 301). To be specific, three variants of 
methodological nationalism have been identified: 
1) ignoring or disregarding the fundamental importance of nationalism for 
modern societies; this is often combined with 2) naturalisation, i.e., taking for 
granted that the boundaries of the nation-state delimit and define the unit of 
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analysis; 3) territorial limitation which confines the study of social processes to 
the political and geographic boundaries of a particular nation-state. The three 
variants may intersect and mutually reinforce each other, forming a coherent 
epistemic structure, a self-reinforcing way of looking at and describing the social 
world (Wimmer and Glick Schiller 2003: 577-578). 
 
By treating nationally-bounded societies as the natural unit of analysis and 
assuming differences to exist across discrete nation-states, transnational and 
global processes that link up national territories are consequently neglected 
(Wimmer and Glick Schiller 2003). 
 
Therefore, inherent to the conception of simultaneous incorporation and 
transmigration studies is the theoretical project of reconceptualising the notion of 
society away from the natural equation with the boundaries of a nation-state. As 
argued by Levitt and Glick Schiller (2004),  
The lives of increasing numbers of individuals can no longer be understood by 
looking only at what goes on within national boundaries. Our analytical lens 
must necessarily broaden and deepen because migrants are often embedded in 
multi-layered, multi-sited transnational social fields, encompassing those who 
move and those who stay behind. As a result, basic assumptions about social 
institutions such as the family, citizenship, and nation-states need to be revisited 
(P. 1003). 
 
In order to capture the wide range of ties that connect the mobile and non-mobile, 
the authors advance the conceptualisation of social fields that should not bind 
boundaries of social fields with boundaries of nation-states. National social fields 
confined within nationally-defined borders are to be differentiated from 
transnational social fields that link up actors via direct or indirect ties across 
national borders, and the task remains for empirical work to determine the relative 
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significance of national and transnational social fields (Levitt and Glick Schiller 
2004). 
 
In spite of the initial enthusiasm over its introduction, “theoretical ambiguity and 
analytical confusion” over the notion of transnationalism soon surfaced (Guarnizo 
et al. 2003: 1212). Besides challenging the novelty of the concept with historical 
examples that prove the existence of transnationalism long before the emergence 
of the field of transnational studies (Waldinger and Fitzgerald 2004), sceptics 
have also argued against the excess of weight that has been given to the linkages 
between sending and receiving countries since it is only a small proportion of 
migrants who can be said to maintain transnational ties (Levitt 2001b; Portes 
2001). While transnational proponents have made notable attempts at defending 
the perspective by advocating the uniqueness of contemporary transnationalism 
(Basch et al. 1994; Portes, Guarnizo, and Landolt 1999; Portes 2001; Portes 2003) 
or emphasising the growing conceptual and pragmatic importance of 
transnationalism for understanding contemporary migration realities (Portes 
2001), debates over the novelty, scope and scale of transnational phenomena have 
increasingly shifted to the call for the use of transnationalism as a framework that 
would liberate the field of study beyond specific border-spanning activities to the 
investigation of “a whole range of networks, actors and spaces within and beyond 
national boundaries” (Collins 2009: 437). 
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2.12 Student migrants as transmigrants           
The transnational framework effectively allows the conceptualisation of student 
migrants as transmigrants. The optic of transnationalism proposed by Smith 
(2001, 2005) espouses the notion of ‘middling transnationalism’ to give emphasis 
to the transnational activities of middle-class subjects. Collins (2009) concurs that 
the emphasis on middling subjects allows the examination of mundane aspects of 
social life with middle-class individuals including not just skilled migrants but 
migrants who migrate for the pursuit of education. Such an approach is in sharp 
contrast to Wang Gungwu’s (2007: 165) revelation that “Chinese students are not 
migrants” which may seem to discredit the current dissertation’s subject of study 
and its preoccupation with exploring student migrants as transmigrants. Wang 
(2007) only concedes that students may desire to become migrants and live out a 
migrant-like existence which he terms ‘migranthood’, characterised by their non-
commitment to permanent settlement despite the long-term nature of their stay in 
a particular place. Wang’s (2007) perception of students as non-migrants reflects 
a dominant conception within immigration studies that is fixated on defining 
migration as the permanent uprooting of migrant subjects from the country of 
origin to settle in a receiving country. The transnational lens however, allows 
consideration of students as transmigrants who cross borders in their pursuit of 
academic credentials and the documentation of their concurrent embeddedness 
within social fields that span national boundaries. 
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In Wimmer and Glick Schiller’s (2003) account, it was already made clear that 
circumventing the three variants of methodological nationalism is not solely about 
abandoning the nation-state as the natural unit of analysis without acknowledging 
the significance of nationalism. A transnational lens that is neither nation-
bounded nor nation-blind in its analysis is needed. Glick Schiller and Levitt 
(2006) effectively express the strategic positioning of the transnational lens that 
while avoiding the pitfalls of methodological nationalism, acknowledges the 
persistent grip of the nation-state:  
Transnational Migration Studies does not deny the significance of state borders; 
the varying degree of state economic, military, or political power; and the 
continuing rhetorics of national loyalty. Instead, this scholarship analyzes 
rhetoric and social practice, noting that networks of migrants and their 
descendants constitute social fields extending within and across nation-state 
borders. By so doing, it provides the conceptual space for scholars to study social 
processes and positions including gender, racialization, class, and identity, which 
are not contained within the border of a single state (P. 9). 
 
Admittedly, migration studies that adopt the transnational perspective should be 
given credit for challenging the longstanding tendency to treat the nation-state as 
the natural unit of analysis but despite providing a disclaimer affirming the 
“significance of state borders” (Glick Schiller and Levitt 2006: 9), they have 
neglected to elaborate in detail how national boundaries stay significant or 
explicate the role of the nation-state in constituting transnational realities. 
Furthermore, although the transnational framework rids itself of the shackles of 
methodological nationalist thinking, it continues to perpetuate an assumption of 
an equation between ethnicity and culture the way models of assimilation through 
to multiculturalism depict reified notions of ethnicity and culture, effectively 
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conflating the two in the consideration of relations between immigrants and the 
receiving society.  
 
2.2 Transnationalism and ethnicity 
Related to the methodological nationalist conception of the isomorphism between 
people and nation or place and culture that prevents us from seeing beyond the 
nation-state is the conception of culture as bounded entities. Bounded cultural 
categories are rooted in the birth and growth of nation-states and nationalism. 
According to Bottomley (1992: 209), the notion “of separate and integral cultures 
clearly supported the project of defining the imagined communities of nations 
struggling for dominance or independence” and along the way, “‘culture’ became 
inextricably identified with ‘ethnicity’ - as it still is in most discussions about 
multiculturalism and ’cultural diversity’ ”. Bounded thinking has translated into 
easy assumptions of cultural differences between immigrants and the local 
population, and the pairing of ethnicity and culture. 
 
Within the academic project of circumventing methodological nationalism, 
transnational scholarship has sought to de-essentialise national boundaries and the 
hegemonic influence of nation-states but sometimes stops short of de-
essentialising ethnic categories. Essentialist ethnic categories are particularly 
palpable in the proliferation of transnational literature on migrant ethnic networks, 
ethnic diasporas and ethnic identity labels as migration studies focus on particular 
ethnic groups’ transcendence of national borders. Although the emphasis on 
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‘ethnicity’ reflects scholars’ move away from state-centric accounts, with 
references to ethnic diasporas such as the ‘Chinese diaspora’ or ‘Indian diaspora’ 
representing efforts to transcend national borders, they tend to reify notions of 
belonging and ethnic solidarity, and disregard differences among members of the 
community. The tendency to essentialise ethnicity has not gone unnoticed by 
some astute scholars and prominent among this strand of critical transnational 
scholarship are scholars who criticise ‘ethnicity-forever’ conceptions (Lucassen 
and Lucassen 1999) or the perpetuation of the ‘ethnic lens’ (Glick Schiller, Çağlar 
and Guldbrandsen 2006) in migration studies. Rooted in methodological 
nationalist conceptions, the use of the ‘ethnic lens’ – treating a migrant group as 
an ethnic community and focusing on the ethnic group as the primary analytical 
unit – prevents the conceptualisation of the relationship between migrants and 
locality (Glick Schiller et al. 2006; Glick Schiller and Çağlar 2009). Future 
studies are reminded of the importance of interrogating the role of locality in 
shaping the incorporation pattern of migrants, especially by “link[ing] migrant 
incorporation in particular localities with social and economic processes fuelled 
by the past and present unequal global reconstitution of capital” (Glick Schiller 
and Çağlar 2009: 180). Although Glick Schiller and company (2006) should be 
lauded for advancing non-ethnic modes of incorporation that are closely 
intertwined with the scale of the cities that the migrants are located, it may still be 
viable to focus on ethnic groups as they are identified in the real world before 
deconstructing them to reveal the constructed and purposive nature of these ethnic 
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categories as they relate to particular political and economic forces that further 
accentuate the local-global connection. 
 
Going beyond ethnic essentialism sometimes requires contesting prevailing 
presumptions about ethnic groups, such as the case of Anglo-American 
conceptions of ‘Asian’ and other ethnic groups. As expressed by Lin and Yeoh, 
“[r]ather than continuing to rehearse those tired, hegemonic viewpoints that 
(subtly) naturalise and perpetuate very particular racialised subjectivities about 
migrants, academics ought to strive to question their own tacit assumptions about 
‘Asian’ and other ethnic transmobilities, and work to provincialise an overly-
dominant western imagination of/in the field” (2011: 130). Bunnell’s (2010) work 
on the identity formation of Malay ex-seamen in Liverpool is a notable 
geographical contribution in challenge of the Malay ethnic label by pointing out 
the variety of ways in which they identify themselves and the variability of their 
identities, particularly accentuating the role of sites in their construction of 
identities.  
 
In all, the importance of overcoming essentialised ethnic categories necessitates 
shrewd questioning of these categories. As proposed by Lin and Yeoh (2011), this 
requires careful historicisation and contextualisation of migrant groups which 
may include a greater appreciation of the influence of the nation-state, exploring 
especially the way in which the nation-state is intricately involved in the 
formation of such groups and categories. 
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2.3 Transnationalism and the nation 
Notably, the shift towards the conception of translocalities and a focus on city 
scale represents scholarly efforts to move away from the preoccupation with the 
nation-state as the unit of analysis in transnational studies. References to 
transnational connections of villagers have been made (Levitt 2001a) but 
Velayutham and Wise (2005: 40) further advocate a notion of the ‘translocal 
village’ as a conceptual subset of transnationalism, highlighting practices that “are 
very clearly tied to a physical place and the maintenance of the community” but 
“not about nationalism or connection to nation”. As the urban counterpart of 
villages, cities have also gained academic popularity for serving as sites of 
migrant settlement (Collins 2009). The use of the city scale involves a process of 
rescaling that connects both the local and global for a greater appreciation of their 
common ground (Çağlar 2007; Glick Schiller and Çağlar 2009). While such 
efforts are commendable for challenging the nation-state as the natural entity in 
analysis, they do not address the unrelenting influence of the nation-state in cross-
border practices.  
 
Although the transnational perspective was founded upon a conviction that 
nation-bounded conceptualisations are no longer sufficient in reflecting empirical 
reality, academics engaged in the project of reconceptualising the social world 
beyond national boundaries seldom take an all-or-nothing position regarding the 
relevance of the nation-state. Instead, scholars underscore the persistent political 
and cultural significance of national borders (Levitt and Jaworsky 2007), 
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preferring to give empiricism the task of ascertaining the comparative significance 
between national and transnational social fields (Levitt and Glick Schiller 2004). 
Such a conception however maintains a competing relationship between national 
and transnational processes when questions should increasingly probe into the 
nature of their relationship, such as the way in which nation-state processes 
constitute transnational realities. 
 
Some scholars advocate a clear conceptual demarcation between globalisation and 
transnationalism that reinforces the latter concept’s recognition of the persistent 
salience of the nation-state (Kearney 1995; Hannerz 1996; Smith 2001; Yeoh, 
Charney, and Tong 2003; Willis, Yeoh and Fakhri 2004). While globalisation and 
the nation-state are considered “mutually exclusive” and “antagonistically 
related” within the globalisation discourse, they are viewed as “mutually 
constitutive” by transnational scholars where transnationalism makes possible the 
conception of “deterritorialised nationalisms” that are “loosed from their 
moorings in the bounded unit of the territorial state” (Smith 2001: 3-4). Continual 
attention has to be given to ‘the national’ since transnational processes strive upon 
the transcendence of ‘the national’ (Faist 2000; Willis et al. 2004). 
 
The literature is replete with case studies that attest to the unrelenting presence of 
the nation-state in the cross-border lives of migrants. Receiving nation-states have 
been able to control the type of migrants to admit (Castles 2004), and often do so 
through particular constructions of the migrants such as the way ethnic Chinese 
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who are escaping from the violence in Indonesia are portrayed by the Australian 
state as economic migrants (Nonini 2004). Focus has also been given to the way 
sending states rely on nationalist discourses to embrace outgoing migrants located 
outside the state’s jurisdiction for primarily economic reasons. The case of the 
Philippines state’s employment of national imaginings to rope in overseas 
Filipinos represents an awareness of the contribution of remittances to the 
economic progress of the Philippines (Aguilar 2004). Similarly, Nyíri (2004) 
noted how emigrants from the People’s Republic of China are reconstructed as 
patriots in order to tap into the expansion of commercial networks beyond China. 
 
The general consensus remains that state acknowledgement is more facilitative 
than inhibitive of transnational practices, and migrants are free to exercise a 
considerable degree of control over their lives as they work around state 
constraints (Willis et al. 2004). For instance, Xiang Biao (2004) shows how 
Indian Information Technology specialists actively deploy their social networks 
and immigration policies of various receiving states to tactically plan their 
migration course.  
 
Clearly, the role of the nation-state in transnational endeavours of the migrants 
can be further explored, particularly as it reveals the relative significance of state 
and institutional influence over the control that migrants can exert over their lives. 
Beyond conceptions of ‘the national’ as a political unit where influence is 
exercised through state policies (Castles 2004; Nonini 2004; Xiang 2004) or a 
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notion of nation as people with a common heritage in order to create a sense of 
affiliation with the home country (Aguilar 2004), I point to an examination of ‘the 
national’ on the level of identity politics. Noting that existing discussion on the 
relationship between transnatonalism and the nation is largely based on analysis 
of political economy, international relations and institution building, the way the 
nation-state is mobilised at the discursive level in transnational interactions 
remains relatively understudied. How the nation-state – manifested through 
nationality identifications – supports transnational endeavours of migrant actors 
remains to be empirically verified but potentially appeals to the conceptualisation 
of a congenial relationship between cross-border practices and the self-
distinguishing efforts of nation-states. 
 
2.4 Conclusion: Reconceptualising the role of the nation-state in 
transnationalism 
While transnationalism has been posited as the predominant framework for 
understanding the migration and settlement pattern of student migrants, the move 
away from the nation-state as the unit of analysis of transnational processes will 
only evade and sidestep the conceptual task of sorting out the role of the national 
as migrants transgress borders and lead lives that straddle between two places. To 
reconceptualise the role of the nation-state in transnationalism, I turn now to 
discuss the incorporation of Mainland Chinese settled student migrants in 
Singapore, interrogating in particular the production of cultural identities to shed 
light on the function of the nation-state for facilitating transnational lives. The 
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intricate relationship between nationality and the incorporation project of 
immigrants will be drawn out through the cultural imaginings of the receiving 

























Singapore as a study-work destination: establishing migrant and state 
motivations 
 
This chapter begins the empirical discussion by providing an overview of the 
student migration of Mainland Chinese to Singapore and contextualising this 
group of students within migrant motivations for an overseas education in 
Singapore on one hand, and state motivations for welcoming this group of student 
migrants on the other. Migrant motivations for student migration reveal a 
predominant view of Singapore as a study-for-employment destination. Beyond 
the economics of Mainland China as a target market of students, the Singapore 
state’s encouragement of student migration and skilled migration of Mainland 
Chinese has to be understood within the context of an ethnicised population and 
the state’s concern with meeting the population challenge for the workforce. 
 
3.1 Student migrants: Studying for employment in Singapore 
Explanations for the overseas studies’ fever among Mainland Chinese have 
mainly pointed to a composite of factors consisting of the competitive education 
system, prestigious position of returnees in the labour market and rising affluence 
of the middle-class. Primarily, the demand for overseas education can be traced to 
how the education system in China is commonly perceived by students and 
parents to be too competitive. The nation-wide college entrance examination is 
known to be a huge source of pressure for students due to the intense level of 
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competition (China Daily 10 April 2010). Concerns over the competitive 
education system are intricately linked to apprehension over future employment 
where the failure to secure a place in one of the few renowned universities is 
taken to mean a subsequent disadvantage in the job market. According to a survey 
conducted by chinadaily.com.cn, students cite employment as the top priority in 
their choice of overseas education institution (China Daily 18 March 2010).  
 
Moreover, the prestige associated with overseas studies also provides the thrust 
towards an overseas education. According to Bai (2008), students who go for 
overseas’ studies can be differentiated into three distinctive periods. While the 
first wave of top students were chosen to go to America or Europe in the 1980s in 
order to learn the expertise required for China’s modernisation and the second 
flow of students either received scholarship or self-financed their overseas studies 
in the 1990s and were able to secure employment either overseas or back in 
China, the prestigious position of returned students in the job market serves to 
encourage the third and current flow of student migrants after the 1990s (Bai 
2008). With the alternative of an overseas education perceived to help the student 
gain advantages for future employment through an English language education 
and the cultural experience from living overseas, the growth in family incomes 
and strength of the Chinese yuan also help to support the flow of students 
overseas as more students opt to self-finance their overseas education (China 
Daily 20 April 2010). 
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While these explanations are generally applicable to the student migration 
trajectory from China to Singapore, the decision to study in Singapore reveals 
Singapore’s advantages as a study destination especially pertaining to 
considerations of education for future employment, the matching of household 
financial resources and welcoming immigration policies. 
 
Firstly, students report the expansion of employment opportunities as a desirable 
outcome of their overseas studies in Singapore. Some student migrants make an 
intrinsic link between education and employment in Singapore. For Jin Ying
6
, Wu 
Xia and Lin Han who have completed the first year of their music programme in 
China, their decision to take up the undergraduate scholarship offer in Singapore 
was tied to their post-graduation goal of seeking a position with a distinguished 
symphonic orchestra in Singapore. The strong belief in education leading to 
employment in Singapore can be found in Lin Han’s account where he reported 
that he was almost guaranteed of a position in one of the local orchestras if he had 
continued his music education in China. The move to Singapore was 
fundamentally seen as increasing the prospect of work in Singapore while risking 
the job position at home. 
 
Unlike the undergraduate students like Jin Ying, Wu Xia and Lin Han, there were 
adult students who sought to return to school to upgrade their credentials for 
future employment. Xiao Hui, for instance had decided to further her studies after 
working for four years since her high school graduation. 
                                                 
6
 Pseudonyms are used throughout this thesis in order to maintain the anonymity of interviewees. 
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Xiao Hui: I was twenty-three years old when I decided to come here for 
studies. At that time, I felt I’d reached a bottleneck in my work, in Shanghai. 
So coming to Singapore is to upgrade, improve myself for future. 
 
 
When probed further regarding the choice of Singapore, Xiao Hui’s reply reveals 
cost and language advantages of Singapore as a study destination. 
 
Xiao Hui:  I considered other countries such as UK. But compared to UK, 
firstly, Singapore’s school fees are lower. And in terms of spending, 
compared to UK, I can save substantially here. Price is the most important 
factor. Secondly, because my English was not good at that time, so I came to 




Moreover, parental opinion that stemmed from concerns for the child’s future is 
found to weigh heavily over the decision for overseas studies in Singapore. This is 
especially evident in the case of Tang Wen who was already twenty-five years old 
and stably employed when she came to further her studies at her mother’s 
insistence. 
Tang Wen: My mum sent me out. Can I tell the truth? I didn’t want to come. 
My mum made me come. I have a stable job with high pay back home. My 
mum wanted me to come here to learn some new things. The education 
agency kept telling my mum about how good Singapore is. My mum was 
attracted by it, kept making me come, so I came. 
 
While Tang Wen’s narrative reveals the role of education agencies in promoting 
overseas education to the parents, parents’ interest in the information provided by 
education agents is fundamentally anchored in their desire to enhance their child’s 
prospects. Parental influence over the child’s decision to study overseas is 
similarly found in Zhou Li’s account where it is further revealed that the family – 
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parental authority and the family’s financial condition – plays a crucial role in 
shaping the student migration endeavour to Singapore. 
 
Zhou Li: When I was in the second year of high school, my mum felt that I 
would not be able to get into any good universities with my results. She then 
secretly registered for me to come to Singapore. Well I can’t possibly afford 
Switzerland. (laughs) And after attending some events at the agency,  it felt 
okay so I decided to come. 
 
Interviewer: What does “okay” mean? 
 
Zhou Li: Because the events provide more information about Singapore – 
from costs of living to the quality of education so I felt that it suits me more, 
suits my family’s situation more. Because spending would be higher if I go to 
other countries. My family cannot afford that. 
 
As revealed in the preceding account, Zhou Li’s decision to pursue studies in 
Singapore was largely initiated by her mother and she was even willing to give up 
her dream destination of Switzerland after taking into account her family’s 
financial strength.  
 
The following exchange reiterates the relationship between one’s financial ability 
and the choice of study destination and further points to the role of certain 
immigration requirements in affecting the choice of study destination besides 
financial conditions of the student.  
Zhao Yong: Frankly speaking, no matter which province the student is from, 
countries that first come to mind for overseas studies are America and 
England, followed by countries like Canada and Australia. Many of them 
never thought of Singapore – studies in Singapore. 
 
I: Why Singapore in the end? 
 
Zhao Yong: Many factors. First, financial conditions of the family. And for 
Singapore, international students do not need tests like IELTS and TOEFL. 
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England, America and Australia require those. For example, you need 6.5 
points to study in England, to apply for their visa. But for Singapore, 
Mainland Chinese students can apply directly for the student pass and come 
over. They can take language class in the school. So it’s the economic factor 
and countries have different degree of difficulty for entry so depending on 
the student’s financial background, they can choose from a range of 
countries. For those families who are less affluent, they can choose countries 
such as Malaysia. School fees are lower in Malaysia than Singapore.  
 
Zhao Yong identifies ‘a range of countries’ according to their financial 
affordability where Singapore ranks somewhere in the middle between countries 
such as America and England on the upper end and Malaysia on the lower end. 
Moreover, the non-insistence on English language proficiency by the Singapore 
state has eased the student migration of Mainland Chinese to Singapore. 
 
Immigration policies can also hinder migrant entry beyond financial 
considerations. For Peng Yan who self-professed to be able to afford the costs of 
living in America, the failure to obtain visa approval ultimately led to her 
alternative move to Singapore. 
 
Peng Yan: […] The initial plan was to go to America, then due to the visa 
problem, I was rejected. It seems more difficult during the post-9/11 period.  
 
 
Peng Yan alluded to the tightening of immigration control by America during the 
aftermath of the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks for her visa rejection. In 
contrast, it was easier for her to come to Singapore. 
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The translation from student migrant to labour migrant also points to the 
compatibility between student migrants and the structural features of Singapore’s 
economy and labour market. When asked how she made the decision to remain in 
Singapore after three years of studies, Zhou Li’s reply revealed a comparative 
assessment of the structural characteristics of the economy and labour market 
specific to the sending and receiving countries. 
 
Zhou Li: At that time, I did not exactly decide to stay. I just felt that there is 
too much competition in China. The one thing that China does not lack is 
manpower. Every year, there are over ten million new graduates. When you 
go back, you are not necessarily more outstanding than them. 
Comparatively, the environment in Singapore is simpler. 
 
Zhou Li describes the environment in Singapore as ‘simpler’ (单纯) relative to the 
environment in China, referring mainly to the issue of competition. There is both 
a quantitative and qualitative dimension to the notion of competition. Compared 
to Singapore, the far greater number of graduates in China presents a daunting 
challenge to job-seekers, affecting as well the recognition of tertiary academic 
credentials. In Zhou Li’s view, a university degree is devalued in China due to the 
sheer number of university graduates. Moreover, competition is worsened by the 
additional barrier posed by the use of interpersonal ties in job-seeking. Zhou Li 
laments the important role of interpersonal relationships in finding employment in 
China whereas one only needs to send out resumes in Singapore. These factors 
intrinsic to the Chinese employment market lead student migrants like Zhou Li to 
perceive the Singapore situation to be far simpler – based more straightforwardly 
on academic credentials and less complicated by the use of social connections. 




As ‘the one thing that China does not lack’, manpower is conversely what 
Singapore lacks and needs from the government’s point of view. Perpetually 
plagued by the problem of declining population caused by low birth rates, the 
Singapore government desires young and educated people to maintain labour 
force productivity, which effectively creates an outlet for the student migrants to 
insert themselves into Singapore society. It is also clear that among those student 
migrants who settle in Singapore, the common mindset of heightened competition 
in China is coupled with an uncertainty that their overseas credentials would 
provide them with the advantage they need to emerge triumphant over fellow 
competitors in the job market in China.  
 
In all, the decision to study and subsequently work in Singapore points to a 
number of structural compatibilities between the Mainland Chinese student 
migrant and Singapore. Notably, Singapore has been able to receive a fair share of 
students from China although many of them report not having considered 
Singapore as their first choice of study destination but having to settle for 
Singapore after failing to get visa approval from the United States or failing to 
achieve the TOEFL or IELTS score required for school admission.
7
 In other 
cases, financial considerations also led them to choose Singapore ultimately. 
Thus, it is clear that certain obstacles – migration controls, language proficiency 
and costs of living – prevent Mainland Chinese students from pursuing an 
                                                 
7
 Test scores for TOEFL (Test of English as a Foreign Language) or IELTS (International English 
Language Testing System) are required by many universities in the United States, Canada, United 
Kingdom, Australia and New Zealand for admission. 
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overseas education in their ideal study destinations such as the United States of 
America, England or Australia. The relative removal of barriers for Mainland 
Chinese students indicates the Singapore state’s dedication to providing structural 
support for the student migrants. Most importantly, state promotion of student 
migration and subsequent human capital immigration of Mainland Chinese has to 
be considered in relation to the ethnicised nature of the country’s population and 
the socio-economic benefits that come with this particular flow of student 
migrants. 
 
3.2 Singapore as receiving country: ‘Ethnicised’ Singapore and its 
population challenge 
The management of ethnicity has been an important agenda of the political 
leadership since Singapore gained its independence in 1965 where the policy of 
multiracialism or multiculturalism was deemed appropriate to play down the 
numerical dominance of the Chinese considering Singapore’s multi-racial and 
multi-religious population and its geo-political position in the middle of the 
Malay Archipelago (Vasil 2000; Chua 2003). Multiracialism then translates into a 
process of ethnicisation of the population which created the Chinese, Malay and 
Indian ethnies (Lian 1995) which are politically-engineered categories that mask 
internal disparity within each group such as linguistic differences. Most 
prominently, the current prevalent use of Mandarin by ethnic Chinese 
Singaporeans is largely a function of state discouragement of dialects which were 
more commonly spoken by the Chinese at home during the early years of nation-
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building (Vasil 2000; Dixon 2005). The otherwise partition of the Chinese by 
their dialect groups became united under a single ethnic category. Ethnicity in 
Singapore therefore has to be understood as based on a problematic notion of 
biological race and engineered by political elites to accentuate certain common 
cultural characteristics while concealing other dissimilarities. These state policies 
have rendered ethnicity the primary identity marker of Singaporeans (Benjamin 
1976) and ethnic categories govern nearly all aspects of public life such as 
housing, education and welfare (Chua 2003).  
 
Hing, Lee, and Sheng (2009) have suggested that the importation of foreign 
talents or skilled labour is made necessary by the inadequacy of Singapore’s 
education policy that failed to generate the right number of skilled personnel for 
the economy. The demand for skilled labour is then met by the supply of skilled 
labour from countries like Mainland China which could not adequately employ 
the human capital that has been trained (Hing et al. 2009). Amidst the global war 
for talent and the desire to maintain the country’s global competitiveness, student 
migration represents human capital development for the Singapore nation-state 
which has constantly articulated the need for the importation of foreign human 
capital to meet the problem of a declining workforce caused by persistently low 
fertility rates. In light of the Singapore state’s preoccupation with the ethnicisation 
of its population, the Mainland Chinese student migrant potentially represents the 
embodiment of the much desired human capital based on a loose notion of ethnic 
congruence. 




3.3 State policies with a China orientation 
The distinctiveness of Chinese human capital is underpinned by two key state 
policies that promote, support and facilitate the arrival and subsequent settlement 
of student migrants from Mainland China. It is with little doubt that the Singapore 
state has actively recruited students from China through a fervent promotion of 
the Singapore brand of education in both the public and private education sectors 
and subsequently encouraged their post-education stay in Singapore. 
 
3.31 Global schoolhouse 
An explicit policy that concurs with Singapore’s need for young and educated 
immigrants is the global schoolhouse project. While Singapore has traditionally 
been a sending country of students to Western study destinations and a receiving 
country for students predominantly from neighbouring countries, China can be 
identified as one of the key target markets of the schoolhouse project in part due 
to conditions within China that has seen a rise in popularity of an overseas 
education. In 2002, the global schoolhouse initiative was launched with the aim of 
developing the education industry leveraging on the good reputation of the public 
education system (Singapore Economic Development Board 2009). The economic 
logic behind the promotion of Singapore as a global education hub cannot be 
missed when we note how the project is spearheaded by the Economic 
Development Board and represents an effort to tap into the market for 
international education estimated to be worth S$3.7 trillion (US$2.2 trillion) (ST 
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3 December 2005). The promotion of Singapore as a global schoolhouse has also 
been explained from an economic perspective of attracting foreign talent to 
Singapore so that Singapore can keep up with global competition (Huang and 
Yeoh 2005). More significantly, the global schoolhouse project fits neatly into the 
socio-economic plan of developing and training human capital for Singapore’s 
economy. 
 
(i) Public education: reputation as leverage 
The global schoolhouse project primarily leverages on the public education 
system in Singapore which has built up a reputation for providing quality 
bilingual education from primary to tertiary level. This thesis focuses on the 
tertiary level institutions since research subjects enter the Singapore education 
system mainly at the tertiary level. The public tertiary education comprises five 
polytechnic institutions offering diploma credentials and four universities that 
provide undergraduate and post-graduate education. Although these universities 
have attained autonomous status and control over the university’s management, 
they are generally considered public education institutions because they continue 
to receive significant amounts of government funding. Besides the National 
University of Singapore, Nanyang Technological University and Singapore 
Management University, the Singapore University of Technology and Design is 
the most recent addition that signifies the country’s commitment to expanding the 
higher education landscape. 
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Tertiary institutions have actively recruited students from Mainland China 
through recruitment exercises in China. The generous provision of scholarships 
and tuition grants to students enrolled in local universities and polytechnics has 
been an attractive draw for Mainland Chinese students. While the tuition fees for 
foreign students have increased over the years – the rate for foreign students is 
now seventy per cent higher than the rate paid by local students (Channel 
NewsAsia 21 October 2011), a marked increase from the fifty and ten per cent 
difference of yesteryears (ST 1 June 2008) – tuition grants from the Singapore 
government have ensured that the amount payable maintains its international 
competitiveness. For instance, the cost of an education in Singapore remains way 
lower than that in America (ST 13 April 2010). 
 
For polytechnic education, student migrants could take up the tuition grant 
scheme where they only have to pay twenty per cent of the tuition fees and work 
in a Singapore-registered company for three years upon graduation. For 
undergraduate education, full tuition waiver is provided in return for six years of 
employment in Singapore. On the post-graduate level, student migrants who were 
accepted by universities in both Singapore and the United States ended up 
choosing the university in Singapore because of the full tuition waiver that was 
offered. Informants report that these tuition grants or waivers alleviate their 
financial burden and make the course of studies an attractive option. In all, the 
post-education employment bond clearly reflects the state’s desire to retain 
student migrants as human capital for the country’s labour force. 




(ii) Private education: development and revamp 
Besides public education, the private education sphere constitutes another 
important dimension within Singapore’s aim of becoming a global education hub. 
There is a noticeable lack of distinction, much less a charting of the relationship 
between the public and private education sector in the literature. However, the 
private education sector increasingly deserves mention as the internationalisation 
of higher education and the expansion in the business of international education 
(see Waters 2006) has led to the rise of the private education sector in Singapore 
where private education institutions (PEIs) serve as local agents for courses 
offered by overseas universities.
8
 The growth of the private education industry 
can be seen in its two-fold increase in contribution to the country’s gross domestic 
product from 1.9 per cent ($3 billion) in 2002 to 3.8 per cent ($8 billion) in 2007 
(ST 18 December 2009).  
 
With the introduction of the global schoolhouse initiative, PEIs have increasingly 
recruited foreign students into courses that are offered by overseas universities, 
thereby acting as middle-men for the acquisition of Western academic credentials 
from an Asian country of Singapore. The private education industry also serves as 
a bridge to the public education system through the provision of preparatory 
courses for admission into the mainstream Ministry of Education schools. Student 
                                                 
8
 For a long time, the private education field is made up of private education institutions that 
provide non-formal education for locals who wish to continue or supplement their education. They 
are especially popular among working adults desiring to upgrade their knowledge and skills and 
students in need of additional tuition due to the emphasis on academic excellence. 
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migrants in my sample are commonly enrolled in GCE ‘O’ Level preparatory 
courses in order to obtain ‘O’ Level results for application into the public 
polytechnics. Illustrations 3.1 and 3.2 demonstrate the specific target of students 
from China with the marketing promotion of PEIs in major Chinese cities and the 
tailoring of courses to meet the needs of students from China. 
 
Illustration 3.1: Advertisement board in Shanghai for a private education 
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Compared to schooling in the public education system, there are higher risks 
involved in the pursuit of education with a private education institution and state 
supervision represents a commitment to uphold Singapore’s position as an 
education provider. Due to the lucrative nature of the education business, private 
schools offering bogus programmes that cheat students of their time and money 
have appeared and the discovery of fake degrees awarded by the Brookes 
Business School in 2009 is a stark example. Brookes had been offering business 
degree courses from the Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology since 2005 
without authorisation from the Australian university. The Ministry of Education 
has since cancelled the registration of Brookes Business School for its 
contravention of the Education Act (Business Times 15 July 2009) and around 
half of the 400 students affected by this closure are foreigners on student passes 
(TODAY 15 July 2009). Incidents of this kind have a detrimental impact on 
Singapore’s reputation as a study destination as the subsequent drop in student 
enrolment from China was partly attributed to the Brookes incident and other 
publicised cases of private school closures (ST 18 December 2009). 
 
Incidents of bogus programmes and abrupt school closures have since led to a 
revamp of the private education field through heightened state regulation. Besides 
imposing tougher penalties on private education providers who misrepresent 
themselves (ST 17 June 2009), the Council for Private Education (CPE), a 
statutory board to regulate and ensure the quality of the private education sector 
was also established under the new Private Education Act. Whereas PEIs 
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previously obtained CaseTrust accreditation from the Consumers Association of 
Singapore (CASE), they now register with the CPE. Moreover, schools that wish 
to enroll foreign students are mandatorily required to obtain the EduTrust 
certification which involves adherence to higher operating standards (ST 18 
December 2009). EduTrust would replace the Education Excellence Framework 
that was developed back in 2004 by the Economic Development Board for the 
protection of student interests and quality-maintenance of education providers (ST 
26 July 2009).  
 
The industry revamp holds potential implications for accreditation and student 
recruitment from China. As third-party degrees from Singapore face accreditation 
difficulties in China, concerns over accreditation have prompted student migrants 
to seek employment in Singapore where credentials from PEIs are generally 
recognised. According to Zhao Yong who works in a large-scale PEI in 
Singapore, the upgrade in regulating body from CaseTrust to EduTrust 
certification may lead to increased recognition of these credentials that can be a 
source of attraction for prospective students from China. The revamp of private 
education certainly contains the potential for attracting students from China by 
securing student interests and upholding Singapore’s reputation of providing high 
quality education.  
 
On the whole, the promotion of the Singapore brand of education has to be seen 
against a highly competitive “educational marketplace” with countries and 
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institutions contending for the economic benefits that overseas students bring 
(Waters 2006: 1050). Though not considered a dream study destination by 
Mainland Chinese student migrants, Singapore has managed to tap into China’s 
demand for international education by emerging ultimately as a realistic choice of 
study destination anchored in the provision of a quality international education in 
a bilingual environment that is considerably less costly and where ease of entry is 
aided by immigration requirements that are welcoming. 
 
3.32 Permanent resident (PR) policy 
Following the completion of studies, the ease in which settled student migrants 
have been able to obtain permanent resident status represents another dimension 
of state policy that entails a set of friendly immigration policies for retaining 
skilled migrants. Categories of foreigners who are eligible to apply for Singapore 
permanent residence pertain to particular kin relations of Singapore citizens such 
as aged parents, married spouse and unmarried children below the age of 21, 
entrepreneurs or investors, and P, Q or S work pass holders (Immigration and 
Checkpoints Authority 2011). Student migrants typically fall under the eligibility 
category of work pass holders where they are considered under the 
Professionals/Technical Personnel and Skilled Workers Scheme after the 
successful landing of a job in Singapore. Of noteworthy interest is the initiative 
taken by the Singapore government to selectively issue letters of invitation to 
graduating students. Since such information is not forthcoming from the state, the 
selection criteria can only be inferred from observation and primary inquiry. As 
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holders of tertiary qualifications, student migrants in my research constitute a 
group of highly-educated skilled labour or white-collar professionals who are 
sought by the Singapore state as potential new immigrants. New diploma and 
degree graduates from public institutions in particular, have benefitted from the 
letters of invitation as they represent an almost guarantee of PR approval 
compared to more ambiguous results of applications without the letter.  
 
The PR status is seen as facilitative of employment for the settled student migrant 
due to the official quota on the recruitment of non-Singaporeans. Possession of 
PR status or invitation letter alone is perceived to increase one’s employment 
chances unrestrained by the quota.
9
 Since late 2009, there has been a notable 
decrease in the letters of invitation as well as the granting of permanent resident 
status where the reduction in number of new immigrants and a series of tightening 
measures are part of the state’s overall move to address growing concerns of the 
local population regarding the influx of new immigrants.
10
 Nevertheless, there are 
Mainland Chinese student migrants in my sample who have benefitted from this 
‘scheme’ and successfully acquired the permanent resident status before the wave 
of tightening measures. 
 
                                                 
9
 Views of the usefulness of the PR invitation letter for finding employment in Singapore can be 
found within the discussion forum frequented by Chinese nationals in Singapore 
(http://v15.huasing.org/bbs.php?B=146_11210815), accessed 2011, March 23. 
10
 Tightening measures include a reduction in the granting of PR and citizenship, and the 
implementation of changes to heighten the differences between citizens, PRs and foreigners in 
areas such as education, housing and healthcare. 
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The advantages of PR status are further elaborated within migrant narratives 
which link up mobility and employment. In the following account, Peng Yan 
emphasises the pragmatic value of the PR status for future job searches and re-
entries into Singapore.  
 
Peng Yan: It’s for coming back from China. You need to consider the 
problem of visa for entry into Singapore.  If you get sacked from work, you 
need to consider how to come back. So we need to get the card. 
 
In another instance, Zhou Li speaks of the advantages of the PR status over work 
pass for her job change by referring to employers’ preference over hiring 
permanent residents. 
 
I: Why did you apply for PR? 
 
Zhou Li: (laughingly) It’s to change job! Because I don’t want to work in 
that first job. But if you hold the average work pass, you have to cancel it 
and then apply for a new one. You don’t know if the new one will be 
approved so might as well change to PR which is more convenient. Moreover 
many companies will not bother to apply [work pass] for you if you are not 
PR so the chance [of employment] is smaller. 
 
 
Both accounts attest to the convenience of the PR status for employment and 
subsequent job change. In particular, the granting of permanent resident status by 
the Singapore state is shown to support the shuttling between borders that 
informants engage in regardless of their employment status. Unlike the various 
forms of employment visas that are intricately linked to the employment status of 
the migrant, the permanent resident status enables cross-border mobility for 
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migrants even in times of unemployment, thus granting them access to a greater 
field of employment opportunities. The role of formal political citizenship in 
facilitating transnational activities of migrant actors has been discussed in studies 
on Chinese transnational activities (Wong 2006; Yang 2006), with findings 
pointing to an understanding of citizenship as a strategic act by the migrant to 
gain access to a global employment market instead of representing migrant’s 
loyalty to a particular political entity (Yang 2006). While migrants’ pragmatic and 
strategic approach towards citizenship concur with Ong’s (1999) notion of 
flexible citizenship in terms of the tactical mobilisation of citizenship to enhance 
one’s advantages, it should be noted that the ease of mobilisation of citizenship is 
subject to changing state policies that can curtail one’s access to privileges, 
evident by the recent sharpening of differences between permanent residents and 
citizens in Singapore. Nevertheless, in spite of implying a sense of permanent 
location, semi-citizen residence statuses such as the Singapore PR status is shown 
to play a crucial role in the mobility of migrants especially in terms of facilitating 
their job search across a single nation-state.  
 
3.4 Conclusion: Ethnicity versus nationality of the student migrant 
Thus far, state and migrant motivations for the student migration of Mainland 
Chinese in Singapore have been discussed in relation to the emphasis on 
education for employment within the context of an ethnicised country and its 
population woes. In particular, it has been shown how the global schoolhouse and 
PR policies form a comprehensive stratagem to attract, retain and facilitate life for 
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a specific group of Mainland Chinese student migrants in Singapore. While the 
Singapore state policies’ focus on the group of students from China seems to be 
primarily concerned with an ethnicity match, the emphasis on China as a nation is 
also apparent. On the part of the students, their motivations are found to be highly 
pragmatic and instrumental when they regard Singapore as a place for career 
advancement instead of desiring for its culture. The following chapters discuss in 
greater detail how both state and migrant actors engage in particular cultural 
constructions for the process of student migration and skilled migration of 
Mainland Chinese in Singapore that go beyond ethnicity to attribute greater 


















Salience of nationality I: State-market construction of human-cultural 
capital 
 
This chapter explores the cultural imaginings of the Singapore state to bring to 
light the salience of nation-state affiliation of Mainland Chinese student migrants 
for their structural insertion into the primary labour market of Singapore. 
Empirical data from both media and migrant narratives complement one another 
to attest to the value of the Mainland Chinese student migrant in the political 
economy of Singapore. A notion of human-cultural capital is also used to denote 
the relative significance of nation-state affiliation over academic credentials for 
the structural incorporation of the Mainland Chinese student migrant in 
Singapore. 
 
4.1 State discourse: the value of Mainland Chinese student migrants 
In much of official state rhetoric and public discourse in Singapore, a consistent 
message concerning Singapore’s need for young and educated (Chinese) 
immigrants has been formulated and disseminated. Through rhetorical strategies 
comprising of the presentation of statistical and other immigration data, political 
and business leaders have portrayed Mainland Chinese student migrants as 
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4.11 The need for ethnic-based immigration 
Fundamentally, rhetoric about the necessity of new Chinese immigrants has 
developed in relation to Singapore’s low fertility rates.11 The pressing problem of 
low fertility rates has been well articulated through the release of figures and the 
government’s expressive preoccupation with policies to increase the fertility rate. 
In the process, ethnicity is given emphasis as figures are often broken down along 
race or ethnic lines. In the article titled “Immigrants needed as fertility rate dips 
further: MM” (ST 19 January 2011), a direct proposition for ethnic-based 
immigration to solve the critical problem of low fertility rates is put forth: 
THE fertility rate for Singapore Chinese – already the lowest among 
all races here – slid to 1.02 last year from 1.08 in 2009, Minister 
Mentor Lee Kuan Yew disclosed last night. 
 
Singapore thus needs to remain open to new immigrants, and groups 
like the clan associations have an important role to play in helping 
them integrate, he said. 
 
Mr Lee raised the pressing problem of Singapore's declining birth 
rate during a dialogue he held with Chinese clan leaders at a gala 
dinner marking the 25th anniversary of the Singapore Federation of 
Chinese Clan Associations (SFCCA), an umbrella body for more than 




In remarks that MM Lee released to the media ahead of the dialogue, 
which was conducted in Mandarin and English, he said: 'So we need 
young immigrants. Otherwise, our economy will slow down, like the 
Japanese economy. We will have a less dynamic and less thriving 
Singapore. This is not the future for our children and grandchildren.' 
 
(ST 19 January 2011) 
 
                                                 
11
 Total fertility rate in Singapore was reported to have fallen from 1.22 in 2009 to a record low of 
1.16 in 2010 which is significantly lower than the replacement rate of 2.1 (ST 19 January 2011). 
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Although the fertility rate of the Indians and Malays have also decreased – 1.14 to 
1.13 for the Indians and 1.82 to 1.65 for the Malays (ST 19 January 2011), the 
fertility rate of the Chinese at 1.02 which is the lowest among all the ethnic 
groups has been most commonly singled out as a cause for concern. Moreover, 
MM Lee’s message to his audience of Chinese clan associations’ leaders to take 
up the crucial role of helping new immigrants integrate reinforces an ethnic-based 
immigration solution for the country’s fertility woes. Besides ethnicity as an 
important factor, age of the immigrant is also crucial, as MM Lee was quoted to 
emphasise the economy’s need for ‘young immigrants’. Such rhetoric that has 
been featured repeatedly in mainstream public discourse and a direct association 
between young Chinese immigrants and their accompanying effect of maintaining 
or enhancing the Chinese population can be established. 
 
While Mainland Chinese are evidently not the only possible source of Chinese 
immigration, the release of certain immigration data reflects the state’s attempt to 
manage locals’ reception of new immigrants from China. Statistics pertaining to 
the country of origin or ethnicity of new immigrants have been largely obscured 
in official public discourse due to the traditional sensitivity that has been 
constructed around issues of race and ethnicity in Singapore. Particularly in the 
area of immigration which can potentially evoke public emotions, the government 
seldom releases figures or data concerning the country of origin of new 
immigrants. For instance, when the total number of new permanent residents and 
citizens is released, no breakdown in terms of country of origin is provided 
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(TODAY 5 March 2010). The recent release of data concerning the ethnicity and 
country of origin of new immigrants reflects a possible effort by the government 
to debunk misconceptions regarding particular groups of new immigrants. In the 
article “PR numbers almost double in ten years” (ST 1 September 2010), it was 
reported that the increase in number of permanent residents is largely made up of 
immigrants from Malaysia and the Indian subcontinent with a special disclaimer 
included to emphasise that ethnic Chinese permanent residents are 
overwhelmingly from Malaysia instead of China:  
Most of the ethnic Chinese PRs in Singapore hail from Malaysia. 
 
Over the 10-year period, the number of Malaysia-born Chinese in 
Singapore - permanent residents and Singapore citizens combined - 
went up by 81,000, while that of China-born Chinese went up by just 
13,000. 
 
Analysts noted that the new data may help correct a misperception on 
the ground. 
 
Said political observer Eugene Tan of Singapore Management 
University: 'This whole idea that we are being overwhelmed by 
mainland Chinese has no basis. The numbers should tell us that many 
from China are here only as foreign workers and, as the Prime 
Minister has said, we have to distinguish them from new immigrants.' 
 
(ST 1 September 2010) 
 
Clearly, this excerpt serves two significant functions in favour of the new Chinese 
immigrant from Mainland China. First, the provision of statistics aims to allay the 
local population’s concern regarding the influx of Mainland Chinese. Second, it 
distinguishes the Mainland Chinese immigrant from transient workers, 
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underscoring the official binary between skilled and unskilled labour where only 
the former category is admitted as new immigrants. 
 
4.12 Same but different and better 
The notion of new immigrants from Mainland China as a qualified pool of human 
capital for Singapore is further reinforced through a discursive strategy that 
concurrently likens and differentiates the new immigrant from the local. On a 
primary level, cultural affinity is established between Singaporean Chinese and 
Mainland Chinese by reminding the population of their immigrant history where 
forefathers hail from the same countries of origin as the new immigrants and are 
going through the same process of integration: 
WHEN Deputy Prime Minister Wong Kan Seng's parents first came 





What led them to move here is no different from why many of today's 




Many of his classmates had parents who were born elsewhere, but this 
was never an issue, he recalls. 
 
He notes that not many Singaporeans can really claim to have been 
here for more than five generations. 
 
'Now, we feel foreigners who come here are intruding into our space. 
But we forget that that's what our parents did before - intruding into 
the space of those who were here before them. 
 
'We should remember that immigrant children will one day be like 
us,' he adds. 
 
                                                                                                             
 
66 
(Immigrant children ‘will be like us’, ST 20 March 2010) 
 
 
In the article, a direct connection is made between ‘foreigners’ and ‘our parents’ 
which promotes a sense of rapport between new immigrants and the local 
population in terms of migratory motivations. Credibility is also enhanced 
through reliance on Deputy Prime Minister Wong’s personal account of his 
family’s immigration history.  
 
After establishing the commonality of ethnic origin, new immigrants are 
subsequently portrayed as different and better for their high education background 
and potential contribution to Singapore: 
"We benefited from being open to immigrants from around the 
world, especially China, India and the region. Throughout history, 
Singapore has welcomed migrants […] 
 
Having educated immigrants here, said Mr Lee, makes Singapore 
more competitive and dynamic. 
 
"The majority of the new PRs and citizens are skilled workers and 
professionals in finance, IT and R&D. They bring new skills, global 
connections and a strong drive to create better lives for their 
families," said Mr Lee. 
 
(S'pore needs more educated immigrants to make country dynamic, says MM Lee, 
Channel NewsAsia 17 April 2010) 
 
 
MM Lee said today's Chinese immigrants were different from earlier 
ones who came mainly from southern China and were mostly 
labourers in search of work and a better life. 
 
'They now come from the north, or north of the Yangtze, as well. 
They are better educated and they offer us a greater pool of talent,' he 
added. 
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(Immigrants needed as fertility rate dips further: MM, ST 19 January 2011)  
 
 
In these media narratives, new Chinese immigrants are described as ‘better 
educated’, ‘skilled’ ‘professionals’ with ‘global connections’ and thus ‘different’ 
as a ‘greater pool of talent’. While the association between forefathers of 
Singaporeans and new immigrants serves to establish an affinity between the local 
population and new immigrants in terms of ethnic background and migratory 
experience in order to promote a sense of rapport, the further differentiation in 
terms of an added quality of education level of new immigrants emphasises on 
their calibre and justifies their presence for the country’s benefit. 
 
4.13 Market value of Mainland Chinese immigrants 
The economic value of immigrants from Mainland China is further established in 
relation to their business networks. Media narratives from the commercial sector 
are replete with reports that extol the useful connections of new Chinese 
immigrants that can help Singapore businessmen traverse bureaucratic procedures 
in China, as evident in the article “Immigrants' guanxi helps S'pore firms”: 
 
NEW immigrants from China are helping Singapore entrepreneurs to 
gain a foothold in the world's fastest-growing market, by acting as a 
bridge between businesses here and their country of birth. 
 
Holding positions as special advisers to local governments in China, 
these immigrants are armed with extensive contacts. 
 
And as guanxi - or relationships - is often the make-or-break factor in 
the Chinese business world, their contacts have helped Singapore 
companies find reliable partners in China, suss out business 
opportunities as well as navigate the country's bureaucratic maze. 
 





Recalling the businesses he has helped, Mr Du cited a Singapore 
retailer who got stuck with red tape in 2007 in Chengdu city, where he 
wanted to open a fashion boutique. 
 
The vital government permit he needed would ordinarily take a year 
or two to obtain. 
 
'I pointed him to the right people and he received the permit in two 
months. Now, he runs 20 stores in Chengdu,' he said, though he 
declined to identify the retailer.  
 
(Immigrants' guanxi helps S'pore firms, ST 22 October 2010) 
 
In the above text, immigrant-middleman Mr Du was reported to have helped a 
Singapore business get started in China’s market by mobilising his social 
connections. In another article, Mr Zhong Sheng Jian, the first new immigrant to 
become vice-president of the Singapore Chinese Chamber of Commerce and 
Industry was lauded for his extensive network in China that members could tap 
into (ST 18 February 2011). Clearly, the political leadership recognises the 
importance of tapping into the market in China and perceives immigrants from 
China as possessing the much needed networks or knowledge that can help local 
businessmen to enter the Chinese market. Specifically, Minister Mentor Lee had 
inspired the formation of Business China in 2007 under the Singapore Chinese 
Chamber of Commerce and Industry in order to facilitate networking between 
Singapore and China (ST 14 May 2010).  
 
Thus far, the Mainland Chinese student migrant is found to correspond to state-
desired immigration requirements of ethnicity, age and education level. The 
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combined requirements of youth, education level and ethnicity are supposed to 
meet a composite of problems faced by the Singapore nation-state that includes 
the use of ethnic-based immigration to address the persistently low fertility rates 
of Chinese Singaporeans, the need for young immigrants who can lower the 
dependency ratio and the necessity of justifying their presence to the locals based 
on their skills and education attainment. Furthermore, the nationality affiliation of 
the Mainland Chinese student migrant becomes meaningful especially as state and 
market institutions in Singapore value social relationships and knowhow 
regarding China society. 
 
Above all, state attempt at creating ethnic affinity between Mainland Chinese and 
the local Chinese population parallels Collins’ (2008) findings on the way 
ethnicity is employed by education agencies and other businesses to create a sense 
of familiar appeal for South Korean international students in New Zealand, 
despite the existence of differences between South Korean international students 
and the already established Korean community in New Zealand. It is also worth 
mentioning that the interchangeable use of the descriptions “Chinese immigrants” 
(ST 19 January 2011) and “immigrants from China” (ST 22 October 2010) serve 
to interweave ethnicity and nationality together so that the non-distinction adds to 
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4.2 Human-cultural capital for employment 
 
In light of a state-market discourse that attributes symbolic value to Mainland 
Chinese student migrants, a juxtaposition of migrant accounts of their translation 
into employment in the receiving country of Singapore and the sending country of 
China further augments the salience of nationality for structural insertion into 
Singapore. The notable divergence in evaluation of credentials for employment in 
Singapore and China accentuates the symbolic value of nationality in a cross-
border context. 
 
4.21 Employment in Singapore 
First and foremost, settled student migrants in my sample have successfully found 
gainful employment in Singapore with the academic credentials from both public 
and private education sectors. They can be said to achieve a high degree of 
structural incorporation through insertion into the primary labour market with 
their tertiary level of education attainment and employment in white-collar 
positions in industries such as accountancy and audit, tourism and hospitality, and 
the private education industry. The identification of primary labour market 
participation as distinct from the secondary labour market is especially significant 
for indicating the privileged position of settled student migrants. Rooted in the 
dual labour market hypothesis, jobs in the primary sector of the economy are 
associated with greater job stability, better work conditions and higher salary 
levels than jobs in the secondary sector (Bonacich 1972; Piore 1979; Wilson and 
Portes 1980). The settled student migrants can be considered to be in a far better 
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position than compatriots who are transient migrant workers engaged in menial 
labour. Their participation in the primary labour market contributes to the core 
economy of Singapore as they fill up positions in industries that are in need of 
manpower or take up positions that make use of certain unique aspects of their 
human capital. The latter in particular resonates with the value of Mainland 
Chinese immigrants in the political economy. 
 
Although the newly-acquired academic credentials provide the basis for the 
student migrants’ job quest, the following accounts highlight the utilisation of 
identity and know-how related to their country of origin for their employment in 
Singapore.   
 
After completing her external degree programme in the area of hotel management 
and hospitality from a university in the United Kingdom, Xiao Hui soon found a 
marketing position in a company interested to bring in art from China.  Placed in 
charge of the China market, she is required to travel often between Singapore and 
China. Her narrative reveals how her prior marketing-related job experience in 
Shanghai was the decisive factor to her employment rather than her newly-
acquired credentials in the area of hospitality.  
 
Xiao Hui:  Because the company wants to expand the business to 
China. It is looking for a China market for doing artwork business. 
Part of the plan is to bring in art from China or other countries into 
Singapore. During the interview, they find my work experience in 
Shanghai good enough. I did marketing in Shanghai after all […] then 
they put me in charge of the China market. 
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The case of Xiao Hui shows that besides newly-attained academic credentials, her 
nationality and experience associated with China are traits that are perceived by 
her employers as an advantage over competitors for job positions that involve 
engagement with the Mainland Chinese market.  
 
In another instance, Zhao Yong found a job in student recruitment at the private 
education institution where he completed a degree programme from an Australian 
university. His job scope involves liaising with the education agencies in China 
and Singapore and making work trips to China every two or three months. In 
particular, the weight that is given to the China market has to be acknowledged as 
the private education institution only has an overseas office in Beijing out of the 
many countries of origin of potential students. 
 
Zhao Yong: Other countries do not have – only China has an office. […] 
After all, China’s market is bigger. 
 
Given the company’s emphasis on China’s market, Zhao Yong’s background as a 
Mainland Chinese student migrant in Singapore was perceived by his employer as 
an added advantage for the job since prospective students and their parents would 
find greater assurance in his advice based on his personal experience. Zhao 
Yong’s case markedly reveals the importance of his nationality background and 
student migration experience for the success of his job search in large part due to 
the unique match between the job sector and his affiliations.  
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4.22 Employment in China 
In contrast, employment of returnee students in China is found to involve a 
greater emphasis on the quality of their credentials which is significantly 
grounded in local perceptions of the country of study and brandname of the 
education institution. Zhou Li’s concern that she is “not necessarily more 
outstanding than” the competing pool of job seekers in China was part of the 
reason for her stay in Singapore after completing her Bachelor’s degree in 
banking and finance from a UK university through a private education institution 
in Singapore. Besides amassing on-the-job experience as a tax assistant, Zhou Li 
is furthering accountancy studies on a part-time basis. Her efforts represent the 
importance attributed to accumulating work experience and improving 
educational qualifications for better employment opportunities in the future. 
 
On the whole, there is indisputably a preference for academic credentials from the 
Singapore public education system among Mainland Chinese student migrants 
and their parents. Those who are unable to gain direct entry into the public 
schools first enrolled in private education institutions for ‘O’ Level preparatory 
classes before applying for admission into the polytechnics with the ‘O’ Level 
results. Since many of these students have already entered high school or have 
completed high school in China, the decision to enter the Singapore education 
system at the ‘O’ Level stage constitutes a regressive move. Their willingness to 
take this route underscores their conviction that credentials from the Singapore 
public education trajectory are more valuable compared to the diploma or degree 
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credentials from the private sector and credentials from China had they remained 
there and attended a less prestigious university. 
 
The perception among student migrants and their parents that credentials from the 
public education system are superior to that from the private education sector can 
be understood from a number of angles. First, the Singapore education system is 
well reputed for its bilingual policy and provision of an international education 
with English as the language of instruction. Moreover, its public universities have 
also achieved relatively good rank positions in the international ranking of 
universities. According to student migrants, people in Mainland China have 
relatively good impressions of the universities and polytechnics in Singapore, 
perceiving studies at these institutions to offer quality education. Another point 
concerns the lack of accreditation for third-party academic credentials obtained at 
private education institutions in Singapore. These credentials are considered third-
party because they are not directly achieved by studies at these foreign 
universities. Additionally, some of the foreign partner universities from the 
United Kingdom or Australia are perceived to be less distinguished. Unlike the 
good reputation enjoyed by public education in Singapore, Mainland Chinese 
society views the credentials awarded by foreign partner universities with more 
scepticism. The lack of recognition of external degree programmes makes public 
education credentials the obvious first choice for the student migrants who only 
settle for studies at the private education institutions if they fail to make the cut 
for the public schools. 




Although it can be argued that employers in Singapore still prefer graduates from 
public institutions to graduates with credentials from private schools for some of 
the more competitive jobs, there is negligible difference between public or 
private-based credentials for finding general employment in Singapore especially 
with increasing numbers of local adult students pursuing part-time courses at 
private schools to upgrade their skills for career advancement. In contrast, there is 
evidence to suggest that private-attained credentials are less positively rated in 
China.  
 
Feng Tian, who is currently located in Beijing after completing his doctoral 
studies at one of Singapore’s universities, describes the credentials from private 
schools as questionable (“太水了”) and merely bought with money, thereby 
raising doubts about the quality of the academic credentials and the abilities of the 
student migrant. It is such concerns over the accreditation of private-attained 
credentials in China that have led some student migrants to seek employment in 
Singapore after completion of their studies in the hope that work experience in 
Singapore may enhance their credentials for future employment in China. 
 
4.23 The workings of human-cultural capital 
In analysing the relationship between human capital and employment, the case of 
the Mainland Chinese settled student migrants in Singapore points to the need to 
deconstruct the notion of human capital to reveal cultural aspects of capital 
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associated with the sending and receiving countries. Such deconstruction of 
human capital is preceded by Bourdieu’s critique of the concept of human capital 
for being steeped in economism. A concept of cultural capital which encompasses 
not only the institutionalised form of academic credentials, but also an embodied 
form of “long-lasting dispositions of the mind and body” is argued to better 
underscore the role of cultural forms of capital (Bourdieu: 1986: 243). Conceding 
that human capital and cultural capital share common ground by similarly 
referring to “human competence that is acquired through formal and informal 
education”, Nee and Sanders take a reconciliatory position by proposing the 
notion of ‘human-cultural capital’ in order to accentuate “the cultural component 
of human competence” that is “especially relevant with regard to immigrants” 
(2001: 392). In the present context, the notion of human-cultural capital is most 
apt in representing the cultural aspect of human capital that is identified as crucial 
for employment in the receiving society. The way nationality is perceived to be a 
core component of the human-cultural capital of Mainland Chinese student 
migrants suggests the country-specificity of cultural competence. While settled 
student migrants may not necessarily possess the kind of business connections 
promulgated by political and business leaders in public discourse, employers 
nevertheless perceive them to be familiar with the workings of China and thus 
highly suited for the task of handling China-related business. Suffice to say, the 
human-cultural capital of settled student migrants are utilised to various effects 
depending on the job scope and job sector in the host society.  
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Besides explicating competence in country-specific cultural practices that is 
obscured by the concept of human capital, the workings of human-cultural capital 
are highly dependent on the particular relations between migrants and their 
location. Unlike the Chinese immigrants in Ong’s study who were treated as 
“culturally incompetent” in the Western receiving societies due to the perceived 
mismatch between their phenotypical features and possession of cultural capital of 
the receiving society (1999: 91), Mainland Chinese settled student migrants are 
less disposed to such a problem in Singapore. Instead, there is a greater 
appreciation of the cultural capital associated with their sending country for their 
insertion into Singapore society. 
 
In another instance, the Chinese immigrant students in Waters’ (2005) study have 
sought employment in Hong Kong than Canada due to their established social 
networks in Hong Kong and a perceived greater recognition of their cultural 
capital by Hong Kong employers who view English competence as a valuable 
asset. However, English language proficiency may only constitute one of the 
factors in the evaluation of the credentials of returnee students from Singapore. 
The greater emphasis on the perceived prestige of the country of the educational 
institution and the devaluation of credentials from third-party private education 
institutions illustrates the complexity of credential evaluation in the sending 
country of Mainland China that contrasts sharply with the valuation of nationality 
affiliations for employment in Singapore. 
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Identifying the mechanisms of human-cultural capital through the case of 
Mainland Chinese student migrants in Singapore contributes to the discussion of 
structural limits to capital accumulation (Ong 1999; Waters 2005) by pointing to 
structural aspects that facilitate (and hinder) the mobilisation of accumulated 
capital. Rather than being territorial-bounded, the human-cultural capital of 
Mainland Chinese functions through the ascendance in value of their nationality 
(and other factors such as ethnicity and education level) in the receiving context 
of Singapore. Paradoxically, the workings of human-cultural capital also 
translates into consideration of its wider structural or social constraints since the 
symbolic value that is given to the nationality of Mainland Chinese only gains 
relevance as they enter and participate in the labour force of Singapore which 
desires young and ethnic-compatible immigrants. The salience of their nationality 
is arguably reduced in their home country where there is a greater emphasis on the 
quality of their credentials and work experience or elsewhere in contexts which 
view them to be culturally incompetent based on their outward appearance. 
 
4.3 Conclusion: Privileging nationality for structural incorporation 
In all, the lack of distinction between ethnicity and nationality in state-market 
discourse should be recognised as a tactical effort to use ethnic affinity to enhance 
reception of certain nationalities. The prominence of nationality seeps through 
ethnic-based cultural affinity as aspects of cultural traits associated with the 
sending country are found to be instrumental for jobs in which employers 
perceive those cultural knowhow as value-added human capital. Beyond academic 
                                                                                                             
 
79 
credentials, the importance that is attached to sending country cultural traits for 
structural insertion into Singapore’s economy illuminates the distinctiveness of 
Mainland Chinese as human-cultural capital. Most importantly, the relative 
significance of nation-state affiliation over ethnicity and education credentials for 
facilitating the cross-border life of the student migrant suggests convincingly that 
nationality gains symbolic value through the act of transnational migration. In all, 
the nationality of the Mainland Chinese student migrant is found to facilitate their 
structural incorporation in Singapore. Following an account of the salience of 
nationality for structural incorporation, the next chapter underscores the role of 


















Salience of nationality II: Migrants’ construction of cultural difference 
 
In the previous chapter, nationality is argued to play an important role in the 
structural incorporation of student migrants as state and market institutions in 
Singapore are found to value the national identity of the Mainland Chinese 
student migrants, particularly as they utilise “the cultural component of human 
competence” (Nee and Sanders 2001: 392) for their insertion into the primary 
labour market. This chapter takes up the discussion on migrants’ construction of 
culture to illuminate the salience of nationality in relation to the socio-cultural 
incorporation of the student migrant. Student migrants’ construction of cultural 
difference between Mainland Chinese and Singaporean Chinese highlight the 
salience of the nationality in the production of difference. This essentially 
involves an interactive process whereby the students rely on the nation as a basis 
for identity formation because they perceive Singaporeans are doing so and state 
discourse is found to play a crucial role in this cultural imagination of the student 
migrants. Internal contradictions are also noted to exist in this nation-based 
identity construction. 
 
5.1 Identification of “national” cultures 
An examination of the cultural perceptions of Mainland Chinese student migrants 
is critical for revealing cultural constructions that are heavily influenced by 
essentialist notions of nationality difference. While less concerned with the extent 
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to which student migrants are socially and culturally incorporated into Singapore 
society, focusing the discussion on the presence of Singaporeans in their social 
networks and their embrace of certain purported norms and values of Singapore 
explicate the role of nationality in the socio-cultural incorporation of the student 
migrant.  
 
5.11 Local versus sending country ties 
First and foremost, the distinction made between “national” 
 cultures can be derived from an examination of the informal social network of the 
student migrant. Friendship and marital ties to the local population have been 
considered a form of interactive integration since they imply “acceptance and 
inclusion of immigrants in the primary relationships and social networks of the 
host society” (Bayram et al. 2009: 105). For the few of my informants who are 
currently in a romantic relationship with Singaporeans whom they met either in 
school or through mutual friends, their romantic ties with locals are significant for 
ensuring regular and intense interactions with locals that would fit the notion of 
“acceptance and inclusion” as argued by Bayram and company (2009: 105). 
While such analysis points to the positive interaction between migrants and locals, 
it fails to bring to light the underlying cultural meanings that are at work in an 
interactive context between migrants and locals. In analysing the informal social 
network of student migrants, a clear juxtaposition of Singaporean versus 
compatriot friends can be derived from migrants’ narratives that are steeped in the 
identification of “national” cultures. Whereas Singaporean friends are constructed 
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as the embodiment of Singapore culture where contact helps to familiarise the 
student migrants to Singapore culture, compatriot friends represent familiarity and 
commonality of culture.  
 
For instance, Shen Hua who is currently pursuing his studies at a local 
polytechnic since his arrival from Liaoning province three years ago, reports 
having close Singaporean classmates whom he also considers as friends because 
they have helped him adjust to English language vocal presentations that are a 
core part of classes at the polytechnic. The use of the English language medium 
and presentations in classroom are distinctly different from the style of classes 
that he was used to in China. Here, English language-based class culture is 
associated with Singapore and Singaporean friends are constructed as an asset 
owing to their inherent familiarity with the culture. 
 
In another instance, Singaporean friends are perceived to be crucial for the student 
migrant’s familiarisation to Singapore culture as suggested by the following 
account from Peng Yan who noted a significant difference as her Singaporean 
friends increased. 
 
Peng Yan: During the first three years in Singapore, I did not understand 
Singapore culture, yes, not at all. It was only after graduation, especially 
after starting work when friends were gradually Singaporeans that I started 
to slowly integrate into this society. 
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For Peng Yan, her lack of familiarity with ‘Singapore culture’ during her initial 
three years in Singapore was attributed to the absence of Singaporean friends. 
Here, Peng Yan associates contact with Singaporeans as a conduit to her 
understanding of Singapore culture, effectively defining and distinguishing host 
country culture from sending country culture. Clearly, friendship with locals is 
highly anchored upon an essentialised notion of “national” cultures in the 
accounts from the two student migrants. 
 
Following the association of Singaporean friends with a Singapore culture that 
differs from China, the establishment of disparate “national” cultures is found to 
substantially influence and regulate interaction between the Mainland Chinese 
student migrants and Singaporeans. In theory, student migrants have the 
opportunity to interact with Singaporeans in their daily lives especially in school 
and in their workplaces. In practice however, most student migrants are widely 
observed to interact with fellow student migrants from China across the public 
and private education institutions. Despite having a Singaporean-majority student 
population in public polytechnics and universities, Mainland Chinese student 
migrants have predominantly formed compatriot-based social cliques. Mainland 
Chinese student migrants also tend to be surrounded by compatriots in their 
courses at the private education institutions particularly for English language and 
the ‘O’ Level preparatory classes where the environment facilitates instead the 
befriending of compatriots who share a similar migration experience. Even in the 
case of a fairly international mix of classmates in her diploma and degree 
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programmes at the private education institution (comprising of students from 
China, Singapore and other countries in Southeast Asia such as Vietnam), and 
class dynamics such as group projects encourage intermingling and friendship 
formation, Xiao Hui reports that students from the same country often end up 
working among themselves. In all, observations of the greater propensity to 
interact with fellow student migrants from China across public and private 
education institutions suggest that interaction is highly ordered by perceptions that 
differentiate actors according to their respective country of origin. 
 
Moreover, the greater intensity of compatriot ties relative to local ties reveals a 
preference rooted in multiple layering of various cultural conceptions of one 
another. The tendency for Mainland Chinese students to interact mainly among 
compatriots is entrenched in negative perceptions of Mainland Chinese by the 
locals, as revealed in the following account from Ann who had been directly 
admitted to three years of studies at a polytechnic before staying to work in 
Singapore. 
 
Ann: Although I also have Singaporean friends, most of the Singaporean 
classmates will feel that you are from China, your English is not good and it’s 
difficult to communicate sometimes… Well, we can’t blame them totally. 
Maybe it’s the education they received or the news media, they have a certain 
view of Mainland China as backward. Honestly speaking, there is a portion 
of people who are like that so we can’t really rebut or anything. But we will 
feel something in our hearts and naturally the distance grows. So we tend to 
play with the same kind of people, with Mainland Chinese. 
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From her five years in Singapore, Ann presents a number of cultural conceptions 
which include Singaporean classmates’ stereotypes of Mainland Chinese students 
as backward and lacking English communication skills and Ann’s conception of 
these Singaporeans as ill-informed since these stereotypes are not completely true. 
While Ann points out that it is clearly a biased stereotype that all the Chinese new 
migrants are imagined as “the same kind of people”, she is acutely aware of the 
fact that her compatriots have now been imagined so by the local population as a 
means of differentiation. In other words, although every Chinese student could 
argue that he/she is different from other Chinese and they should all be judged 
according to their individual merit, they also believe that it is a “social fact” that 
they have been lumped together by the mainstream host society as the “PRC 
students.”   
 
Thus far, migrant narratives reveal the greater intensity of compatriot to local ties 
in the informal social network of the student migrant in the receiving society of 
Singapore. It is more imperative to note the formation of local and compatriot 
friendships rooted in association to particular national cultures.  
       
5.12 Identification of a Singaporean culture of meritocracy  
In another instance, the way Mainland Chinese student migrants purport and 
embrace meritocracy as a characteristic of Singaporean social culture reveals their 
subscription to the official state discourse that upholds meritocracy as a defining 
feature of Singapore society. In the nation-building discourse of Singapore, 
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meritocracy and multiracialism have been postulated as the twin founding 
principles of the Singapore nation-state and together, they emphasise equal rights 
and opportunities for all (Tong and Pakir 1996). Although one’s advancement 
under a meritocratic system is supposed to be based on individual merit instead of 
social determinants such as race or wealth, the concept of meritocracy has been 
challenged by critics to be inherently contradictory, espousing inequality and 
fostering elitism instead (Barr 2006; Tan 2008). In truth, meritocracy can be said 
to exist more as a myth arising from political rhetorical work than constituting 
reality. In the following account, the cultures of Singapore and China are 
differentiated accordingly arising from a conviction in the state-promulgated 
principle of meritocracy. 
 
Xiao Hui: In Singapore, the emphasis is on work efficiency. Everyone is 
sincere in their work and speech. Unlike in China, you need to put extra 
thought into building interpersonal relations with clients or colleagues. It’s 
efficiency that matters here, so I don’t have to work on interpersonal 
relations. Of course I still have to, but it’s not that important. 
 
Here, Xiao Hui effectively constructs Singapore and China as binary opposites 
with the former emphasising efficiency and sincerity and the latter characterised 
by the importance of social connections. Despite discernible flaws with the 
system of meritocracy, student migrants accord positive affirmation of the 
supposed meritocratic system in Singapore as opposed to the system in China that 
places heavy emphasis on the fostering of “guanxi” (关系) or social connections. 
They complain about the “guanxi” system in China, preferring the system in 
Singapore which they perceive to rely less on social connections and more on 
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one’s merit. Interestingly, Xiao Hui acknowledges that she still has to work on 
managing interpersonal relationships in Singapore but it is “not that important”, 
thereby alluding to an overriding perception of Singapore as a meritocracy. 
 
Perceptions of distinct and dissimilar social cultures between Singapore and 
China are so deeply ingrained that student migrants assert potential difficulties in 
readjusting to the mode of life in China after being accustomed to the system in 
Singapore. This is the case for Si Ling who professes that she is so used to “the 
Singaporean way of doing things” after five years of studies and four years of 
work in Singapore that she might find it hard to adjust to the way things are 
worked through social connections if she were to go back to China. 
 
Si Ling: I may worry about interacting with others, the main issue is the 
mode of life. Because relatively speaking, the way of life in Singapore – 
settling matters or applying for something, there are fixed procedures to 
follow. It’s different in China. Besides following procedures, there is more 
emphasis on social connections. No matter what you do, you have to do it 
through connections….I have been used to the Singaporean way of doing 
things so I might feel unaccustomed when I go back to China. 
 
Clearly, settled student migrants such as Si Ling and Xiao Hui have come to 
conceive systems of meritocracy and “guanxi” as emblematic of the cultures of 
Singapore and China respectively, where these cultures diverge to the extent of 
constituting irreconcilable differences that make them feel unaccustomed if they 
relocate back to China. In all, the way student migrants internalise meritocracy as 
a laudable aspect of Singapore culture is significant for illuminating how cultural 
categories can be strictly constructed through the frame of the nation-state. 




Taken together, the formation of informal networks and adoption of norms in the 
host country of Singapore reflect the interplay of cultural meanings ascribed by 
the student migrants that are heavily dictated by the nation-state as a marker of 
difference.  
 
5.2 “Not completely integrated but adjusted”: Cultural dissonance and 
political constructions of difference 
Despite the mobilisation of human-cultural capital for the structural or socio-
economic incorporation of the Mainland Chinese student migrants, informants in 
my sample maintain a modest view towards their incorporation into Singapore 
society, substantiated by assertions of cultural differences and the conscious effort 
made to circumvent these differences. The notion of adjustment or adaptation 
replaces that of integration, as student migrants rely heavily on bounded 
conceptions of culture centred on the nation-state as the defining factor, as made 
apparent in the following account. 
 
Zhao Yong: I would say I am not completely integrated. But I’m definitely 
completely adjusted, in areas like food, housing, environment, 
communication with colleagues. To speak of integration, a cultural difference 
remains… For example, a simple joke can be understood by Mainland 
Chinese but Singaporeans or other nationalities would not understand the 
same joke. 
 
In spite of his six years in Singapore, Zhao Yong distinguishes between 
integration (融入) and adjustment or adaptation (适应) in describing his life in 
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Singapore and using the example of a joke that is not readily transferable across 
national borders, he suggests that a fundamental cultural difference exists between 
nation-states that prevents him from feeling integrated.  
 
Therefore, despite the congruence between Mainland Chinese and Singaporean 
Chinese in ethnic terms, the purported cultural difference that hinders the sense of 
cultural affinity shows an imperfect congruence between culture and ethnicity in 
reality while pointing to the role of the nation-state as a delineator of difference. 
However, migrants’ assertions of the substantial influence of the nation-state in 
constituting difference needs to be understood as anchored in political 
constructions rather than reflecting real differences, especially in light of evidence 
that contradict reified notions of Singapore and Mainland Chinese cultures.  
 
In their emphasis on nation-based difference, student migrants typically refer to 
processes of socialisation, political views and social values intrinsic to particular 
nation-states to accentuate the important role of the nation-state in creating a rift 
between Mainland Chinese and Singaporeans. Significantly, narratives are found 
to contain perspectives that overtly subscribe to official state positions and tend to 
over-generalise the views and situations for those belonging to the same 
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5.21 Sensitive political topics  
In one instance, the designation of certain conversation subjects as sensitive that 
are to be evaded in an interaction between the student migrants and Singaporeans 
reflects how the political positions of nation-states are purported to represent the 
views of their citizens. When asked to give examples of the professed cultural 
difference between Singapore and China, Peng Yan speaks of certain restricted 
conversation topics regarding territorial disputes that bear strong political and 
national overtones. 
 
Peng Yan: In terms of making friends, I need to be careful when talking to 
them. I don’t dare to bring up very sensitive topics.  
 
Interviewer: What topics would be considered sensitive? 
 
Peng Yan: For example, when we talk about Taiwan or Tibet. Now that I’ve 
started to work, I realise I have to avoid these issues because many 
Singaporeans think differently from us. 
 
The relegation of issues surrounding Taiwan and Tibet as sensitive conversation 
topics between Mainland Chinese and Singaporeans is rooted in the student 
migrant’s construction of political positions divided by nationality. Referring to 
“we” in her narrative, Peng Yan’s view is put forth as representing the whole of 
China that is really the Chinese state’s position on the territorial disputes. By 
ignoring the existence of differences in political opinions within a single national 
entity in favour of the nation-state’s official stance in the international arena, Peng 
Yan’s account is instructive of the way official state rhetoric becomes 
incorporated into migrant’s narrative in a cross-border encounter. 




5.22 Different emphasis on kinship values 
In another instance, student migrants refer to particular social values as 
representative of the “national” cultures. In explaining the difference between 
Singapore and China, student migrants commonly point out their greater emphasis 
on kinship ties and values such as filial piety as compared to Singaporeans. They 
report observations that parent-child relations in Singapore are less intense in 
contrast to the greater priority that Mainland Chinese give to kinship relations. In 
particular, informants commonly express their incredulity at the sight of elderly 
table-cleaning staff at public food centres, as evident in Si Ling’s account. 
 
Si Ling: When I went to a hawker centre for the first time and saw so many 
old uncles and aunties working as cleaning staff, I didn’t feel good…. It was 
so shocking that I wrote about this in my first letter back home. 
 
In the following elaboration, Peng Yan constructs the cultural difference based on 
generalised notions of filial piety. 
 
Peng Yan: This is one of the cultural differences. At their age in China, they 
should be enjoying life at home… because in China, children should take 
responsibility for their elderly parents. Parents cannot go out to work. We 
cannot let our parents work. 
 
Attributing filial piety as a virtue of all Mainland Chinese reflects the 
generalisation of “national” cultures that neglects cases of deviation. 
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5.23 Perceived nationality-based discrimination 
In addition, accounts of discrimination reveal the predominance of nationality 
over other factors in migrants’ rationalisation of discrimination rooted in the 
adherence to membership of a group that is more imaginary than real. Although 
the experience of discrimination by the Mainland Chinese student migrants can be 
fundamentally deconstructed to reveal discrimination that relates to occupation or 
socio-economic status, the class factor is often conflated with nationality by both 
the discriminator and the discriminated in practice. As a result, student migrants 
commonly report instances of discrimination based solely on their nationality in 
their daily lives in Singapore. 
 
The following accounts illuminate how discrimination is rooted in the non-
separation of individuals from their abstract political community defined by 
nationality. 
 
Peng Yan: There was once when I took the taxi, he forgot to start the meter 
and asked for a lot of money when we arrived. I take that route every day so 
I know the price and told him. He said I was asking for less money on 
purpose, that you Mainland Chinese people are all like that. These things 
happen often.  
 
The mobilisation of stereotypes in unpleasant encounters is similarly found in 
another student migrant’s account. Tang Wen, who came to Singapore to pursue a 
diploma in hotel management at a small-scale private education institution, relates 
a personal encounter of discrimination during her practical attachment at a 
restaurant. As a service crew, she had approached a customer to take her order but 
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was rejected by the customer upon recognition from her accent that she was from 
China, with the customer saying that she does not want a Mainland Chinese to 
take her order. Such an episode enraged the student migrant who subsequently 
expressed considerably less satisfaction with life in Singapore. 
 
On one level, the discriminatory behaviour of the locals in these two instances is 
found to contain particular stereotypes of Mainland Chinese in their interactions 
with the student migrants. On another level, the unhappiness and rage of the 
student migrants at the indiscriminate reference to their nationality reinforces the 
non-independence of student migrants from their membership to their country of 
origin.  
 
To be fair, student migrants are not completely oblivious to the class factor as the 
salient object of discrimination. However, the behaviour of some compatriots 
from the working class is conceived to affect the larger group of compatriots. In 
the following account, Shen Hua who self-professes to come from a middle class 
background believes that the blanket discriminatory treatment received by 
Mainland Chinese in Singapore is due to the inappropriate conduct of some 
Mainland Chinese workers that has resulted in negative perceptions of all 
Mainland Chinese. 
 
Shen Hua: I don’t really like some workers from China. They don’t care 
about the image of their country. They don’t care if their actions will affect 
others. 
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Even as the student migrant differentiates himself from the “workers from China”, 
he perceives their actions to be extrapolated to represent others from China, 
effectively alluding to an abstract sense of group membership. 
 
In addition, the identification of discrimination as nationality-based is revealed to 
contain certain constructions of similarity and difference by the student migrants 
that generally persist in accentuating nationality as the exceptional marker of 
difference. In the following exchange, although the student migrant rationalises 
encounters of discrimination as an inevitable experience that is not restricted to 
the host society of Singapore and instances of discrimination are also expected in 
Western study destinations, there is enhanced disappointment arising from an 
expectation that Mainland Chinese should not be negatively received in Singapore 
with its large proportion of Chinese.  
 
Interviewer: So do you think that the situation in America or Australia 
would be better? 
 
Peng Yan: No. It can’t be any better. It’s just that we feel that we are both 
Chinese societies so such things (discrimination) shouldn’t happen, but it 
happens. 
 
The student migrant is effectively alluding to a sense of ethnic commonality 
between Singaporean Chinese and Mainland Chinese such that nationality 
becomes the outstanding factor that differentiates them and accounts for the 
discrimination that is experienced. This observation is also particularly significant 
for challenging conventional accounts of discrimination that often conflate 
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ethnicity and nationality in their discussion of discrimination directed at ethnic 
minorities. Unlike the racial basis for discrimination documented by Ong (1999) 
and Collins’ (2006), the basis for discrimination in the present context is traced to 
the difference in nationality. In the case of Singapore where the Chinese are the 
dominant group in society, the discrimination reported by Mainland Chinese 
migrants is one that has been interpreted as discrimination based on one’s 
nationality.  
 
Furthermore, student migrants’ perception of recurrent cases of discrimination as 
nationality-based over other factors is undeniably significant for bringing to light 
how migrants and locals alike persist in identifying social actors with an 
“imagined community” anchored in political constructions of citizenship and 
belonging. First proposed by Benedict Anderson in 1983, the notion of the nation 
as an “imagined political community” of people explains why “regardless of the 
actual inequality and exploitation that may prevail in each, the nation is always 
conceived as a deep, horizontal comradeship” (Anderson 2006: 6-7). Student 
migrants’ perception of discrimination against Mainland Chinese is ultimately 
ingrained within nation-state discourses where people imagine themselves to be 
part of a community despite the existence of differences that can set them apart. 
 
The contention that assertions of national difference are manifestations of political 
constructions than representing real difference is further substantiated by evidence 
that suggest convergence between Singapore and China on one hand and internal 
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inconsistency within China on the other. Empirical reality brings to light points 
that converge and diverge between bounded cultural entities that challenge reified 
conceptions of “national” cultures beyond nation-state discourses. 
 
5.3 Dis-reifying “national” cultures 
5.31 Beijing and Shanghai: the North-South intra-country divide
12
 
The identification of “national” cultures is primarily problematic as internal 
variations within China have been identified by student migrants, most 
prominently referred to as the north-south difference. A similar process of the 
acculturation of ‘local’ norms and values takes place for returnees in Mainland 
Chinese society and some circumvent this process by matching the ‘local’ norms 
to themselves. Young Chinese have long been known to consider the major 
Chinese metropolises of Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou and Shenzhen, with 
Shenzhen serving as a new addition to the repertoire with its relatively recent 
upsurge, as the dream cities to live and work in (ST 24 April 2010). While 
returnees to Mainland China aspire to work in these major cities, matching 
oneself to the Northern or Southern culture seemed to be a top priority of the 
returnees that significantly affects their choice of the major city to live and work 
in. Shu Hui and Zheng Yu are returnee students who attest to intra-country 
cultural differences in their choice of city to work in. Both of them who come 
from neighbouring provinces of Shanghai assert strongly that they are more 
comfortable with life in Shanghai and display a less positive attitude towards 
                                                 
12
 There is a certain degree of arbitrariness in the determination of the north-south divide although 
northern culture is generally associated with Beijing and its surrounding areas while southern 
culture converges around Shanghai. 
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working in Beijing due to their perceived mismatch with the culture in the north. 
While Mainland China has been conceived as a bounded cultural entity in 
comparison with Singapore, the choice of Chinese city to live and work in clearly 
reveals conceptions of intra-country cultural differences that challenge the 
overwhelming influence of the entity of the nation-state and the natural clustering 
of country-society-culture. 
 
5.32 Convergence of the city experience 
Moreover, the notion of distinct “national” cultures becomes questionable as 
student migrants themselves note the similarity in city experience between 
Singapore and the big Chinese cities such as Beijing and Shanghai. Cities such as 
Beijing and Shanghai are described as akin to the national entity of Singapore in 
serving as receiving societies for the group of educated migrants. 
 
Ann: Many big cities like Beijing and Shanghai are not accepting of 
outsiders. They are similar to Singaporeans in feeling we are the locals (本地
人) and you are outsiders (外地人). They look down on outsiders. 
 
Interviewer: So there is a differentiation even among Mainland Chinese? 
 
Ann: Yes, China also differentiates. Shanghai and Beijing are the first-tier 
cities, the developed cities so they feel that they are most advanced and you 
come up from some small cities to earn a living. 
 
The preceding exchange shows that student migrants who originate from less 
developed cities in China also face a considerable level of challenge when they 
relocate to the first-tier cities as negative views and discriminatory treatment of 
“outsiders” are primarily defined by the city of origin instead of nationality. In 
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these instances, the line is drawn between locals and outsiders independent of 
nationality and suggests instead the enactment of boundary-maintenance 
mechanisms based more on conception of economic competition. 
 
5.33 Convergence along Chinese traditions and Western cultural capital 
The natural clustering of country-society-culture as bounded categories is also 
problematised in the following elaboration of the constitution of Singapore 
culture. 
 
Zhao Yong: Singapore has received many cultural influences from the West. 
Of course the Chinese have retained some traditions from China, such as the 
practices of visiting relatives during Chinese New Year. But I feel that 
there’s a difference in terms of the influences… Singapore is a composite of 
Chinese culture, and influences from neighbouring countries, England, and 
America. There’s also the family background. If the family is traditional, the 
kids will learn to observe some traditions. But I’ve come to understand that 
there are some families who do not want their children to speak Mandarin. 
There is such a difference among the Singaporean Chinese. 
 
On one level, student migrants such as Zhao Yong perpetually perceive a cultural 
difference to exist between Singapore and China by their identification of 
Singapore with the West as evident by the recurrent mention of Western cultural 
influences. On another level, by making a distinction among the Singaporean 
Chinese, Zhao Yong also identifies those Singaporean Chinese who share some 
form of cultural affinity with Mainland Chinese by their observance of traditional 
Chinese customs and speaking of the Chinese language. An internal contradiction 
can therefore be identified in the student migrant’s account of the difference 
between Singapore and Mainland Chinese. While reliant on notions of bounded 
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cultural entities, it is concurrently acknowledged that the constitution of 
Singapore culture is based on an amalgamation of various cultural entities and 
variations exist on the family level. 
 
Although student migrants broadly perceive the existence of a cultural disparity 
between Singapore and China, the natural alignment of country-society-culture 
becomes disputed as student migrants discern aspects of culture that converge 
across bounded entities. The commonality of cultural aspects concurs with 
Hannerz’s (2002) notion that boundaries between cultures resemble more of a 
zigzag or dotted line where points of continuities and discontinuities along the 
social and cultural dimension can be identified. In this case, a form of continuity 
can be established over the common ideal of Western cultural capital embodied 
by an English-based education. Such a common ground further represents “the 
spread of a global culture” that removes “some of the distinctions between home 
and host societies that migrants must bridge in order to live in more than one 
country” (Levitt, DeWind, and Vertovec 2003: 569). Mainland Chinese student 
migrants’ pursuit of an international or English-based education is symbiotic of 
their adherence to a ‘global culture’ that unites the student migrants with the host 
society particularly in terms of the use of English language in school and at the 
workplace. The possibility of Western cultural capital to bridge the rift between 
them and the receiving country is nevertheless not taken into account in student 
migrants’ construction of difference. 
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So far, it can be seen that perceptions of cultural difference are wrought with 
much inconsistency where boundaries are demarcated both within and across 
national borders. Nevertheless, what is significant is the way in which student 
migrants conveniently disregard the inconsistent role of the nation-state in 
constituting difference, privileging instead the role of the nation-state in 
constructing their life-worlds in a transnational setting. With evidence suggesting 
the convergence across national borders and divergence within national 
boundaries, one should not prematurely assume the existence of reified notions of 
Singapore and Mainland Chinese cultures that are distinctive. One should 
examine instead the production of difference that has led to such reifications and 
creation of disparate entities separated by national borders to see how assertions 
of national difference are really a function of political constructions. 
  
One way to understand the assertions of cultural difference is to consider the 
situation of the student migrants within the present social environment that is 
encouraging of the expression of cultural traits and connections to their country of 
origin. As asserted by Levitt and company, “[r]ather than feeling pressure to 
abandon their unique traits, some migrants feel encouraged to maintain, if not 
celebrate, their social and cultural differences that are sustained through ties back 
home” (2003: 569). Such an account however ignores the selective process of 
cultural expression in the host country as findings from the Mainland Chinese 
settled student migrants exhibit a tendency to tactically de-emphasise certain 
sending country traits and similarities while accentuating certain differences for 
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life in the host country. For instance, Mainland Chinese student migrants tend to 
display pride over their emphasis on kinship ties and values such as filial piety as 
compared to Singaporeans. It is such values that seem to situate the migrants on a 
moral high ground that tend to correspond to the assertion made by Levitt and 
company (2003) regarding the celebration of social and cultural differences. 
However, care is taken to not let other differences hinder the interaction with 
locals and their ease of life in the host society as exemplified by the student 
migrant’s deliberate effort to avoid perceived controversial conversation subjects 
with locals. Unlike the suggestion of an absence of pressure to forsake their 
distinctive qualities (Levitt et al. 2003), a lingering form of pressure exists that 
places demands on the migrant to downplay those traits that would be 
unfavourable for their life in the host society. The expression of nationality-
derived difference is therefore established upon an active process of selection that 
de-emphasises points of similarity and emphasises differences that are positively 
evaluated. 
 
5.4 Structurally-induced perceptions of difference 
As student migrants easily trace their identification of cultural disparity to the 
factor of ‘nationality’, they are effectively reifying a concept of culture defined by 
national borders. Rather than simply alluding to a notion of disparate Singaporean 
versus Mainland Chinese culture, the reification of “national” cultures can be 
deconstructed with the production of difference primarily traced to political 
constructions and reproductions. 




Scholars who warn against the reification of ‘culture’ and the reliance on ‘culture’ 
as explanation have posited instead the explanation of ‘culture’ itself (Mitchell 
1995; Duncan and Duncan 1996; Jackson 1996). Constructions and contestations 
of ‘culture’ within the project of immigrant incorporation of settled student 
migrants are found to involve the interplay of power relations in the definition of 
culture that results in social processes with real consequences. Despite the 
revelation of perceptions of difference beyond the confines of the nation-state 
through the way migrants demarcate aspects that converge or diverge; migrants 
continue to privilege the view of cultural difference as founded upon nationality 
in their understanding of incorporation. With regard to the general consensus of 
culture as an ideological tool of the powerful (Jackson 1996), the findings here 
support and add to the idea by pointing to the way political discourses are 
reproduced in the constructions of non-state actors. In particular, migrant 
narratives exhibit a strong tendency to reinforce state-market constructions of 
culture in order to benefit from the strategic advantages brought about by the 
enhanced value of their sending country association. 
 
5.5 Conclusion: Privileging nationality for socio-cultural incorporation 
Migrants’ construction of difference along lines of nationality may not necessarily 
constitute a negative count for incorporation. Instead, it is shown that certain 
aspects of ‘Singapore’ culture are viewed positively by the student migrants in 
their assessment of differences between China and Singapore. This chapter has 
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reiterated the significance of nationality in the production of difference between 
Singapore and China. Instead of taking difference for granted, this chapter has 
sought to question discrete categories of culture and locate the production of 
difference within socio-historical processes (Gupta and Ferguson 1992). 
Migrants’ constructions of difference can be aptly described as structurally-
induced, with the reification of “national” cultures heavily influenced by official 
state rhetoric. In the final chapter, I draw out the main threads of my argument 
that support how national identity is politicised for achieving simultaneous 
incorporation, and further delineate the particular socio-politico-economic 
conditions for the rise in relevance of the nationality of Mainland Chinese student 

















Conclusion: Politicised nationality for transnational life 
 
This thesis started out with the aim of providing a modest addition to the student 
migration scholarship by examining the political construction of nationality and 
ethnicity in the Singapore context that has not been given adequate attention by 
scholars. Recognising that student migration studies contain the potential to relate 
to discussions of immigrant incorporation, the specific migration trajectory of 
students from Mainland China to Singapore was found to provide conditions 
appropriate for examining the role of nationality in identity formation which 
constitutes a particular mode of incorporation. Joining the discussions by 
transnational migration scholars on the role of the nation-state in transnational 
processes, the thesis argues that nationality is politicised as it gains particular 
social, economic and political significance with the cross-border movement of the 
Mainland Chinese student migrant into the receiving country of Singapore.  
 
In this final chapter, I restate major conclusions that flow from the empirical 
discussion, culminating in a discussion of politicised nationality and the socio-
politico-economic conditions that give rise to nationality as a demarcator of 
difference. In concluding, I identify the theoretical contributions of this thesis for 
transnational studies of student migration and migrant incorporation, before 
discussing some of the limitations of the present study and directions for future 
research. 




6.1 Key conclusions 
 
The case of Mainland Chinese student migrants in Singapore shows convincingly 
that cultural imaginations based on nationality lie at the heart of transnational 
endeavours, allowing transmigrants to eke out a living across borders by virtue of 
their association to particular nation-states. Based on the empirical data, the thesis 
has primarily demonstrated how both state and migrant actors construct the 
nation-state as the predominant identity marker in a cross-border context, and 
further showed that the formation of nation-based identity is in fact fraught with 
contradictions.  
 
On the part of the Singapore state, although ethnic affinity is largely relied upon 
to justify the policies of recruiting large numbers of students from China and 
facilitating their stay in Singapore, it is also apparent that the state values students 
from China due to their nation-state affiliation to China and particularly its 
economy. The market value of these students is especially shown through their 
employment by Singaporean companies with business relationships in China. 
 
On the part of the Chinese student migrants, instead of establishing ethnic affinity 
with Chinese Singaporeans, they identify more with their country of origin. This 
highlights the importance of nationality in their construction of identity. 
Furthermore, student migrants are heavily influenced by the Singapore state’s 
official discourse about the Singapore nation-state in their construction of nation-
based identity. Purported characteristics of Singapore such as meritocracy and 
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efficiency are reproduced in migrants’ construction of differences between China 
and Singapore. 
 
Even though the students adhere largely to the production of difference along 
lines of nationality, they are also cognizant of the nation-state as a problematic 
identity marker when they acknowledge the internal heterogeneity in China and 
the points of congruence between Singapore and large cities in China. To a large 
extent, my empirical data reflects that Mainland Chinese students stress 
nationality in their identity formation because they perceive that their Singaporean 
counterparts identify them as foreigners from the PRC instead of fellow ethnic 
Chinese.  
 
In all, findings show that nation-based identity formation is an interactive process, 
and it is one that is laden with various internal inconsistencies. Most importantly, 
nationality is found to be not only a passive, ascribed label, but actively utilised, 
mobilised and imagined in social interactions of a cross-border kind. It is 
therefore appropriate to use the term "politicisation of nationality" to refer to the 
socio-politico-economic significance that nationality gains in a transnational 
context. 
 
6.11 Nationality as a politicised delineator of difference 
Given that both nationality and ethnicity constitute “a modem set of categorical 
identities invoked by elites and other participants in political and social struggles” 
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(Calhoun 1993: 211), the research site involving the interaction between 
Mainland Chinese and Singaporean Chinese accentuates the distinction between 
ethnicity and nationality in constituting culture and further illuminates the relative 
significance of nationality over ethnicity as the organising principle of social life. 
Despite the general tendency of the state to frame cultural affinity in ethnic terms, 
the state reveals the importance of the national affiliation of the migrants by 
explicitly lauding the incentives that Mainland Chinese immigrants bring 
particularly in terms of paving the way into China’s market.  
 
Nationality can be said to be politicised as it becomes imbued with greater 
political meaning with the border-transcending act of the student migrant. As 
shown by the state discourse on new Chinese immigrants, Mainland Chinese 
student migrants are constructed as matching Singapore’s need for young and 
educated Chinese immigrants and China as a source of this much-desired human-
cultural capital. Therefore, the significance of nationality has to be understood as 
encompassing traits pertaining to and beyond the territory of origin to include 
ethnicity and education attainment. 
 
 
6.12 Historically-specific relevance of nationality 
The politicisation of nationality can primarily be located within a historically-
specific context that gives rise to the importance of nationality as a marker of 
difference. I refer in particular to the importance attributed to nationality on both 
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political and economic fronts that has led to nationality being infused with such 
greater political and social relevance in the current cross-border context. 
 
(i) Nation-building  
On the political front, perceptions from student migrants that reproduce the 
official Chinese state position on certain political issues may suggest that 
nationalism or nation-building projects contribute to cultural differentiation along 
lines of nationality. Nevertheless, findings are insufficient to conclude that years 
of nation-building in Singapore and China have nurtured a sense of national 
identity that rises above the Chinese ethnicity. In fact, the thesis warns against 
over-concluding or attributing excess weight to the impact of nation-building 
projects and nationalism. Rather than conclude that the Mainland Chinese student 
migrants are ultra nationalistic and patriotic when they display a defensive 
attitude towards China culture, it should be noted that they also recognise intra-
country differences so that there may be greater similarity between the student 
migrant and a Singaporean than a fellow compatriot with different levels of social 
capital. Therefore, instead of taking for granted nationalistic affiliations and 
patriotism, it is of greater importance to examine how the state and migrants 
mobilise nationality-derived cultural differences in a transnational context. 
 
 
(ii) Globalised economies and the rise of China 
The rise of China and the development of globalised economies keen to exploit 
opportunities in China’s economy constitute the crucial economic consideration 
for the increased relevance of nationality in a cross-border setting. With a global 
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economy emerging out of enhanced interaction and co-operation between national 
economies on a global level (Yeung 1998), national economies are increasingly 
globalised as they rely on business engagements with other national economies to 
achieve growth. Specifically, the opening up of China’s market over the years has 
created more economic prospects for economies around the world (Zheng 2005). 
With China’s economy becoming the second largest after the United States, its 
room for continual growth is believed to constitute a major force to drive global 
economic growth (The Telegraph 14 February 2011). Therefore, access to 
business and investment opportunities in China are sought in order to fuel 
Singapore’s economic growth where the economic returns to Singapore from 
business and investments in the huge market of China have often been reiterated 
by Singapore’s political leaders (Forbes 20 December 2010). Accordingly, 
Mainland Chinese skilled migrants become valuable in the globalised economy of 
Singapore as the state and employers perceive them to possess appropriate 
cultural capital associated with their country of origin. Fundamentally, it is the 
development potential of China’s market that has made the globalised economy of 
Singapore attribute greater significance to skilled migrants from China, rooted in 
the belief that they can serve as the conduit to trade in China. 
 
Ultimately, how nationality becomes politically and socially relevant for cross-
border interactions can be understood within the socio-politico-economic 
conditions of nation-building endeavours and globalising economies. These 
factors are interwoven to result in an escalation in significance of nation-state 
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affiliation for mobilisation by the Mainland Chinese settled student migrants in 
Singapore.  
 
6.2 Theoretical contribution to the literature 
The main contention of the thesis has offered insights for some pertinent 
theoretical discussions on transnationalism in general and the incorporation of 
student migrants in particular.  
 
6.21 Context-dependent notion of cultural competence 
The ascent in value of the nationality of the Mainland Chinese student migrant 
and the increased visibility of Mainland Chinese in Singapore has also led to 
migrant experiences of nationality-based discrimination from the local population. 
Findings from existing studies (Ong 1999; Waters 2004, 2005; Collins 2006) that 
report cultural proficiency defined largely by racial or ethnic identity are not able 
to account for the observation of discrimination experienced by the Mainland 
Chinese student migrants in Singapore. There is increasingly a need to examine 
nationality as a salient delineator of difference depending on the particular cross-
border context. 
 
6.22 Role of the nation-state: reconciling methodological nationalism and 
transnationalism  
While there are “diverse ways in which ‘nations’, and therefore ‘national’, can be 
conceived” (Willis et al. 2004: 1), this thesis has primarily alluded to the identity 
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label of nationality as a dimension of ‘the national’. Findings regarding the ascent 
in relevance of nationality for Mainland Chinese student migrants in Singapore 
affirm the perpetual salience of the nation-state as argued by preceding scholars 
(Kearney 1995; Hannerz 1996; Smith 2001; Yeoh et al. 2003; Willis et al. 2004). 
Adding to the scholarship of case studies which have documented the persistent 
role of the nation-state in cross-border activities, the current thesis is significant 
for drawing attention to the way ‘the national’ can be mobilised in cultural 
constructions of both the state and migrants. While Castles (2004) speaks about 
receiving nation-states’ control over the type of migrants to let in, and how 
receiving states create particular constructions of the migrants to facilitate their 
admittance (Nonini 2004), the present study has found that migrants are also 
actively involved in cultural constructions, some of which are structurally 
influenced by political discourses or the self-distinguishing mechanisms of 
nation-states. The act of playing down particular sending country traits while 
accentuating others suggest the dynamic role of migrant actors in mobilising ‘the 
national’ for leading cross-border life. 
 
Finally, in light of empirical evidence of the mobilisation of the nation-state in 
cultural constructions by both the state and migrants for cross-border lives, 
conceptualisation of social life across borders should increasingly be established 
upon the conciliation between methodological nationalism and methodological 
transnationalism for moving forward the transnational paradigm. Such a position 
is entrenched in the recognition that the transcendence of nationally-defined 
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entities ultimately relies on the significance of nationality as a delineator of 
difference. The thesis therefore makes a case for the reconciliation of the 
polarised methodological inclinations of nationalism and transnationalism by 
identifying a non-opposing relationship between transnational practices and 
nation-based activities, that is well illustrated by considering the mobilisation of 
nationality in cultural constructions by both the Singapore state and Mainland 
Chinese student migrants in order to facilitate incorporation in the receiving 
country. Transnationalism of the student migrants essentially thrives on cultural 
differentiation along nationality lines. The incorporation project of transmigrants 
while transcending the boundaries of a nation-state through the practice of 
simultaneity is recognisably a social process that is set in motion and maintained 
by nationalist-based discourse and nationality-centred cultural constructions.  
 
Moreover, it is erroneous to persist in conceptualising a unilateral assimilation 
effort on the part of the receiving state to the neglect of the state’s appreciation of 
the maintenance of sending country connections by migrants. With renewed 
emphasis given to a re-examination of the role of the nation-state, the way 
forward for the perceptive migration scholar is therefore to produce accounts that 
are neither nation-bounded nor nation-blind in analysis. 
 
In following the works of scholars such as Lucassen and Lucassen (1999), Glick 
Schiller et al. (2006) and Collins (2008) to de-essentialise ethnicity, the thesis has 
sought to do so by pointing to the salience of the nation-state as a marker of 
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difference. Nevertheless, it is not the intention of the thesis to end up 
essentialising the category of nationality. Instead, the thesis has sought to 
accentuate the socio-politico-economic context in which essentialist communal 
identities are constructed over nationality of origin and mobilised by both state 
and migrant actors to achieve desired ends. As rightly asserted by Sökefeld 
(2006), giving emphasis to the particular historical context for its mobilisation is 
crucial for defying essentialist notions of nationality as a cultural category. While 
this thesis has primarily identified nation-state affiliation as a salient marker of 
difference to contest transnational migration studies that have relied on 
essentialist notions of ethnicity in their attempt to break free of national-based 
analysis, it does not seek to reify nationality as a cultural category. To be precise, 
it has sought to dis-reify nationality by reconsidering the role of the nation-state 
as mobilised in cultural constructions of difference in transnational encounters. It 
should be emphasised that the account here does not suggest slipping back to the 
methodological nationalist tendency of viewing social processes as contained 
within national boundaries but to effectively reconceptualise the nature of the 
nation-state’s involvement in facilitating and sustaining cross-border processes for 
transmigrants. 
 
6.3 Limitations and directions for future research 
Admittedly, there are certain limitations pertaining to the qualitative method that 
point towards the need for further research. The current thesis has only examined 
aspects of incorporation within the China-Singapore trajectory that may not 
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account for other cross-border contexts. Noting that many Mainland Chinese 
student migrants consider Singapore as a platform to other destinations, whether 
they do move on to other destinations and their insertion into the subsequent 
migration destinations would require further inquiry beyond the scope of this 
thesis. 
 
Future studies can also expand the existing knowledge pool by developing 
innovative research questions and methodologies for increasing our understanding 
of migrant incorporation. For instance, studies of incorporation should not be 
restricted to the receiving state and a comprehensive examination of incorporation 
of returnee students can potentially complement the preponderance of accounts 
that focus on incorporation within the receiving state.  
 
Overcoming the receiving country bias 
With regard to the preponderance of literature on American or European receiving 
contexts (Ho 2008), the thesis goes some way towards rectifying this bias by 
considering notions of transnationalism and citizenship based on Singapore as a 
receiving context. Nonetheless, the interest in studying the impact of immigration 
on the receiving society may predispose this research to accusations of political 
motivations (Featherstone, Phillips, and Waters 2007) or simply contributing to 
the domination of receiving states’ perspectives in the scholarship on 
transnationalism and citizenship (Ho 2008). As rightly analysed by Ho (2008: 
1292), this situation is largely the result of the “the locations in which research is 
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taking place and by whom the research is being carried out”. Indeed, the focus on 
the effects of immigration on the receiving society depends substantially on the 
location of the research and identity or biography of the researcher. In order to 
overcome limitations of this nature, this thesis has included limited consideration 
of the incorporation of returnee students in the sending country. With the value of 
Mainland Chinese human capital immigrants in Singapore found to be anchored 
in the perceived granting of access to the much sought-after Chinese market, it 
brings to mind the relevance of a corresponding documentation of the effects on 
the sending country through a focus on return migration. 
 
While studies of return migration can arguably provide the means to rise above 
the receiving country bias by analysing the implications for the sending country, 
an examination of return migration requires a comprehensive coverage that is 
beyond the scope of this study. Often neglected, the study of the incorporation of 
returnees in their country of origin is equally important to the study of immigrant 
incorporation in receiving countries. The literature gap regarding return migration 
has been increasingly addressed with greater attention given to the issue of return 
or circular migration that are useful in drawing attention to the incessant rather 
than conclusive nature of mobility as it fits various stages of the lifecycle of Hong 
Kong middle-class immigrants to Canada (Ley and Kobayashi 2005), how return 
migrants undergo a complicated process of negotiating belonging, shaped 
substantially by the motivations for return (de Bree, Davids, and de Haas 2010) or 
how reintegration is bolstered by the maintenance of sending country ties (Duval 
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2004). Elsewhere, the superior sense of affiliation and loyalty to the home country 
of Filipina entertainers in Japan (Parreñas 2010) is contrasted by observations of a 
decrease in propensity of Bolivian migrants to return after protracted time spent 
abroad (Jones and de la Torre 2011). In all, extending the scope of consideration 
to return migration can potentially reveal the logic of movement and settlement 
specific to each social field, offering in turn a longer-term view of the non-
permanence of migration practices while circumventing the receiving country bias 
in migration studies. 
 
6.4 The nation-state in a transnational world 
In concluding, the thesis hopes to have generated new insights for transnational 
studies of student migration and incorporation by calling into question ethnic 
essentialism and proceeding to revisit the role of the nation-state in transnational 
processes. To this end, the role of the nation-state has been reexamined in relation 
to cultural constructions for immigrant incorporation. While nationality proves to 
be a more salient factor than ethnicity in facilitating incorporation and shaping 
transnational practices, it is not the intention of the thesis to essentialise instead 
the cultural category of nationality. Even when the subjects of our study are guilty 
of reifying nationality with their reference to nationality as a significant marker of 
difference, it is the task of social scientists to deconstruct over-deterministic 
cultural categories by examining the production of difference and theorise instead 
the underlying meanings behind such constructions. As shown by the case of the 
Mainland Chinese student migrants in Singapore, the internationalisation of 
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education and the cross-border pursuit of education has opened up and established 
a transnational field of opportunities concurrently mediated by structural support 
and constraints provided by the various nation-states. Above all, understanding 
how the nation-state, through cultural imaginings of both state and migrant actors, 
facilitates student and skilled migration across national borders is crucial for 
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APPENDIX A: SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW SCHEDULE 
The set of questions from 1-4 apply to all three groups of interviewees (current 
students, settled student migrants and returnee students in China) while the set of 
questions from 5-7 only apply to settled and returnee students. 
 
1. Basic demographic information 
Age 
Gender 
Number of years in Singapore 
Type of educational institution/ Course of study 
Alone or with family 
Immigrant status 
 
2. Aspirations/ambitions and motivations 
Why did you decide to study in Singapore? 
How did you decide? 
Who was/were involved in the decision-making process? 
What are the factors that were taken into consideration? 
What are your plans for the future? 
Do you intend to stay on in Singapore? 
What factors would affect your decision to stay or leave Singapore after your 
education? 
How would your education in Singapore contribute to the securing of jobs in 
Singapore and China? 
 
3. Institutions/ social structures 
How similar or different is China from Singapore? 
Are there cultural or social differences? 
What do you like/ not like about Singapore? Why? 
Are there divergences between what you expected and what you found in 
Singapore? 
How do you negotiate such divergences? 
How do these divergences affect your emotions and post-education decisions? 
 
4. Integration/ incorporation 
Do you feel that you are integrated into Singapore society? 
What in your opinion would constitute integration? 
Is integration important to you? 
Do you get along well with Singaporeans? 
Do you have Singaporean friends? 
What difficulties did you encounter in Singapore? 
How did you overcome the difficulties? 
Have you had unpleasant experiences here in Singapore? 
Have you experienced discrimination in Singapore? 
How do locals/ Singapore society perceive Mainland Chinese students?  
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How do perceptions of integration/ non-integration affect the decision to stay or 
leave Singapore? 
Can Singapore be home? 
What does permanent residence or citizenship mean to you? 
 
5. Decision to stay/leave Singapore 
Why did you decide to stay in Singapore/ return to China? 
What factors were considered in the decision to stay or leave Singapore? 
Which was the most important factor in the decision-making process? 
 
6. Translation of academic credentials into employment  
Is it easy to find a job after completion of studies in Singapore and China? 
How useful are your newly-attained academic credentials for employment in 
Singapore and China? 
How are your credentials received by employers in Singapore and China? 
Are there differences in the evaluation of your academic credentials from 
Singapore? 
How satisfied are you with your current job? 
 
7. General attitude towards student migration to Singapore 
How would you rate your experience in Singapore? 
How has the process of student migration affect you? 
If you had not come to Singapore, what would you be doing? 
Do you regret coming to study in Singapore? 
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APPENDIX B: PROFILE OF INTERVIEWEES 
 
1. Current students 
 
Name Province 
of origin  
Gender/ 















Sichuan Female/ 22 
(20)/ 2008 
2 years Music, BA/ local 
university 
Student Pass/ 







Shandong Female/ 22 
(20) / 2008 
2 years Music, BA/ local 
university 
Student Pass/ 










(20) / 2008 
2 years Music, BA/ local 
university 
Student Pass/ 
Aims to work in a 
symphonic 
orchestra in 
Singapore or seek 
out opportunities 




Liaoning Male/ 23 
(19) / 2006 
3 years Language class, 










part-time at the 
private education 





Zhejiang Female/ 22 
(19) / 2006 
3 years Language class, 











part-time at the 
private education 






6. Li Qi Liaoning  Male/ 19 
(19) / 2010 
3 weeks GCE ‘O’ levels/ 
private education 
Student Pass/ 
Intends to study 
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institution three years and 





Jiangsu Male/ 29 
(18)/ 1999 












Became PR in 
2004 after 
graduation with 
BA degree and 
worked three years 





Currently on study 




office in Beijing. 
 
2. Settled student migrants 
 
Name Province 
of origin  
Gender/ 
















Liaoning Female/ 29 
(25)/ 2006 






S Pass/ Works as a 
restaurant captain 
and plans to return 




Shandong Female/ 22 
(18)/ 2006 
4 years Language class, 













Obtained PR in 
2008/ Currently 






Shanxi Male/ 27 
(21)/ 2003 















S Pass/ Currently 
works as a 
marketing 
executive at the 
private education 
institution where 
he attended as a 
student (in the 




Sichuan Female/ 27 
(23)/ 2006 







from a university 







S Pass/ Found 
work as a 
marketing 
executive at an art 
gallery and would 
consider applying 




Sichuan Female/ 27 
(18)/ 2001 






from a university 













PR/ Works as a tax 
assistant at an 






Jiangxi Female/ 31 
(23)/ 2002 





PR/ Works as an 
audit assistant at 
an audit firm. 
7. Ann Hunan Female/ 24 
(19)/ 2005 






























Has resigned and 
is looking for a 






Shandong Female/ 24 
(20)/ 2006 



















Fujian Female/ 27 
(18)/ 2000 
10 years End of Secondary 
















specialist and ‘O’ 
Levels’ 
coordinator at a 
private education 
centre. Has 
resigned from job 
at private 
education centre 
and is planning to 
go for a holiday 
before coming 
back to find a new 
job. 
 
3. Returnee students 
 
Name Province 
of origin  
Gender/ 















Beijing Male/ 31 
(23)/ 2001 





PR/ Worked at the 
university and a 
big corporation in 










Hebei Male/ 25 
(18)/ 2003 
6 years Computing and 
information 







PR (2007)/ The 
first two 





unsuccessful so he 
returned to China. 
3. Zhao 
Hai 
Hunan Male/ 25 
(19)/ 2004 








invitation letter for 
PR application but 
could not find a 
job for 8 months 
after graduation 
due to economic 
downturn. 
Currently works in 
one of the Big 
Four audit firms’ 












in Beijing  
5. Shu 
Hui  
Jiangsu Female/ 25 
(22)/ 2007 
2 years Communication, 
Master’s/ local 
university 
Student Pass.  
 






works in one of the 
Big Four audit 





Jiangsu Female/ 25 
(23)/ 2008 





Student Pass.  
 
Could not find a 
job after 
completion of 
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local university studies even 
though she would 
like to stay in 
Singapore. 
Currently works in 
one of the Big 
Four audit firms’ 




Henan Male/ 35 
(28)/ 2003 




Taught for half a 






work in Shanghai 
and obtained 
Shanghai hukou 
(residence permit) 
with credentials 
from Singapore. 
 
 
 
 
